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Abstract 
Initiation was first used in anthropology and psychology. A well-
established Western literary theme, 'initiation' in fiction has been defined 
in many different ways. The frame of reference used in this thesis is 
mainly based on Mordecai Marcus's definition. While analysis of the 
theme of initiation in Victorian and American fiction has been done by 
various scholars, similar analysis is relatively much fewer in respect of 
Chinese fiction. 
In this thesis four Chinese and Western fictional works produced by 
women writers: The Grave，The Voyage Out, Ah Mao guniang H ^ M 
娘[The girl Ah Mao], and Xiaocheng zhi lian 小城之戀[Romance in a 
small town], and the novella Biancheng 邊城[The border town] by Shen 
Congwen, a male author, are selected for a critical analysis of the theme 
of female initiation, with a particular emphasis on the achievement of 
self-identity and initiation into womanhood. 
On top of an examination of the psychical transformation of the 
female initiates, the relationship between cultural change and feminist 
awareness in the twentieth century will be explored. Thus conceived this 
is a study on female awareness in terms of women's social and familial 
roles as well as gender identity in modern fiction. 
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Chapter One 
Female Initiation in Comparative Perspectives 
Initiation was first used in anthropology and psychology. 
Initiation rites, or rites de passage as Arnold Van Gennep named 
them, have been widely practised by primitive cultures and non-
literate societies. Detailed descriptions of the three^ stages of 
initiation ritual: separation (from childhood), liminality and 
reincorporation (into society) can be found in Mircea Eliade's Rites 
and Symbols of Imtiation (1958)，Arnold Van Gennep's The Rites of 
Passage (1960)，Victor Turner's The Ritual Process (1969) and an 
essay "The Vision Quest: Passing from Childhood to Adulthood'' co-
authored by Steven Foster and Meredith Little.1 
To Eliade, the rituals of initiation are a set of "puberty rites, 
by virtue of which adolescents gain access to the sacred, to 
knowledge, and to sexuality~by which, in short, they become human 
beings" (128). In other words, the initiation process is equated with 
a passage from nature to culture. On the other hand, the 
psychological functions of rites of passage include "the act of 
separation from the family of origin, coming to terms with childhood 
fears，learning new coping skills, dying psychologically to the 
childhood identity, and the re-emergence of a new outer and inner 
identity" (Allan and Dyck 26). 
Here male and female initiation need to be differentiated. 
According to Mircea Eliade, Bruce Lincoln and others, male and 
female initiation in preliterate cultures are two entirely different 
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processes that symbolically assign males and females to their 
predetermined roles in the cultures. In male initiation, the separation 
stage is very important. As Van Gennep observes, the male initiate 
must undergo "separation from the previous environment [the 
dwellingplace], the world of women and children," in order to make 
him "lose all recollection of his childhood existence" (74-75) so that 
he is ready to participate in the public domains of the culture of his 
fathers. As Joseph Campbell sums up，the traditional idea of (male) 
initiation is "an introduction of the candidate into the techniques, 
duties, and prerogatives of his vocation with a radical readjustment 
of his emotional relationship to the parental images" (136). A male 
initiate receives cultural knowledge which is needed in the 
sociopolitical arena of men. At the same time, the mother's role 
diminishes and the father's role becomes very important in the 
initiation process. 
In contrast to male initiation, female initiation is a three-stage 
process of "enclosure, metamorphosis (or magnification), and 
emergence"—a "chrysalis pattern" which confines a girl within the 
dwellingplace rather than separates her from it (Lincoln 101). The 
girl's separation from childhood is marked by menarche. The rites 
associated with this biological event serve to confirm her likeness to 
women and prepare her for the domestic and procreative roles of wife 
and mother. 
Interestingly, there is a striking correspondence between the 
anthropological and psychological descriptions of male and female 
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initiation, particularly in terms of separation and continual bond with 
the mother. According to Nancy Chodorow's object-relations theory, 
it is more difficult for a girl to develop a sense of separate identity 
than for a boy because she is the same sex as her mother—"the chiles 
primary caretaker, socializer, and inner object" (92). Hence a girl 
comes to experience herself as less differentiated than a boy, "as 
more continuous with and related to the external object-world, 
whereas a boy "has engaged, and been required to engage, in a more 
emphatic individuation" from his primary love and sense of empathic 
tie with his mother (166-167). 
While many formal aspects of initiation rites have been 
dropped in modern cultures, "the process of initiation continues to 
occur in the psyche and lives" of the adolescents (Allan and Dyck 
38). In fiction, despite the fact that the name and analytic concept 
basically derive from anthropology, very few initiation stories depict 
rituals wherein adults test or teach the young. The stories focus on 
the psychical transformation of the initiates in the process of initiation 
instead. 
A well-established Western literary theme, initiation in fiction 
has been defined in many different ways. The various critical 
definitions of initiation in fiction share one common feature-the 
emphasis on the individual psychology of the adolescent passage from 
"dependence to independence, irresponsibility to responsibility, 
innocence to awareness: childhood to adulthood" (Bickham 2790). 
According to Ray B. West, Jr., initiation corresponds to a 
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"downward path to wisdom" which leads ultimately to self-
understanding (75). Ihab Hassan, in a chapter entitled "The Dialectic 
of Initiation in America, defines initiation as "the first existential 
ordeal, crisis，or encounter with experience in the life of a youth. Its 
ideal aim is knowledge，recognition, and confirmation in the world， 
to which the actions of the initate, however painful, must tend" (41). 
The frame of reference used in this thesis is mainly based on 
Mordecai Marcus's definition, which is considered to be a 
comprehensive definition of the initiation story: 
An initiation story may be said to show its young 
protagonist a significant change of knowledge about the 
world or himself [or herself], or a change of character, 
or of both, and this change must point or lead him [or 
her] towards an adult world. It may or may not contain 
some form of ritual, but it should give some evidence 
that the change is at least likely to have permanent 
effects. (204) 
However, Marcus's threefold division of initiation stories-"tentative, 
uncompleted, and decisive initiations" (205) will not be adopted for 
this thesis although some scholars have found this model very useful 
in their critical analyses of initiation stories.2 While distinction can be 
easily made between "decisive" and "uncompleted" initiation, it is far 
more difficult to draw a clear dividing line between "tentative" and 
"uncompleted" initiation. 
Moreover, female initiation needs to be distinguished from 
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male initiation in fiction, just as in anthropology and psychology. 
David Peck rightly points out that in fiction initiation (both male and 
female) is "usually psychological and sexual" (xix). Besides, what 
James William Johnson describes as the elements of "the myth of 
adolescence": inexplicable sense of loss arising from the realization 
of departure from childhood，anxiety at what is to come, awareness 
of physical change of the body, sexual confusion and a strong sense 
of isolation and loneliness (6-7) apply to both male and female 
initiates in fiction. Nevertheless, male and female initiation plots in 
fiction generally follow divergent patterns and the process of 
psychical transformation involved also differs. 
David Peck describes in Novels of Initiation the rough outline 
of the initiation process as the adolescent protagonist has "to go 
outside mainstream society in order to achieve some sense of 
individual identity before returning to that society as an adult human 
being" (xix). Issac Sequeira also notes the emphasis given by various 
scholars on "some form or other of integration into society, on 
successful and complete initiation" in their definitions of initiation in 
fiction (22). While such a pattern is applicable to a large number of 
male initiation stories, namely Tlie Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
Lord of the Flies and Tlie Catcher in Rye, it is inadequate to 
portray specifically female experiences. In contrast to male 
development, which is marked by an active exploration of the social 
milieu，the traditional paradigm of female initiation is a circular 
route. The female initiation plots of many Victorian novels, such as 
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Jane Eyre, Villette and Middlemarch, invariably end in marriage and 
motherhood. The heroines, in spite of their talents (and in 
Dorothea's case, ardent aspirations), "merely exchange one domestic 
sphere for another" (Abel 8) since social options for a woman are 
much narrower in patriarchal culture. Moreover, male and female 
initiation in fiction display inherently different psychological features 
of man and woman's maturation. 
Since I attempt in this thesis to analyse the theme of female 
initiation in modern and contemporary Chinese fiction writings, with 
a particular emphasis on the achievement of self-identity and 
initiation into womanhood, it is appropriate to define femininity and 
female identity versus masculinity in order to avoid unnecessary 
confusion. 
Femininity is by no means easy to define. Virginia Woolf, a 
writer famous for her perceptive portrayals of feminine experiences, 
admits in A Room of One's Own that she has "shirked the duty of 
coming to a conclusion upon [the question of] the true nature of 
woman" (6). It is because femininity and masculinity are not 
differentiated in terms of primary sex characteristics only. These two 
notions are charged with "culture-bound stereotypes" (Showalter 7). 
Carolyn G. Heilbrun aptly sums up the received ideas of femininity 
and masculinity in Western societies: 
According to the conventional view, "masculine" equals 
forceful, competent, competitive, controlling, vigorous, 
unsentimental, and occasionally violent; "feminine" 
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equals tender, genteel, intuitive rather than rational, 
passive, unaggressive, readily given to submission, 
(xiv) 
As such, traditionally women are assigned to submissive and 
subordinate roles of wife and mother because they are considered to 
be good for nothing else. 
In traditional Chinese culture, femininity is defined in terms of 
gender-specific roles in the family and society instead of the innate 
qualities of women. In ancient Chinese society, which was 
dominated by Confucianism, women were treated as inferior to men. 
Among the Confucian canons, Wujing 五經(The five classics)“型 
詩（Book of odes), Shu 書（History)，Yi 易（Changes)，U 禮(Book 
of rites) and Chunqiu 春秋(Spring and autumn annals) have "little to 
say of women as persons, but deal almost entirely in idealized life-
cycle roles of daughter，wife and mother" (Guisso 48). According 
to Book of Rites, a boy begins his schooling outside at the age of ten. 
The "curriculum" covers all he needs to embark on a career of public 
officer: reading, writing, mathematics, music, poetry and martial arts 
(Confucius 478). In contrast, the prescribed education of a girl aims 
at preparing her to take up domestic duties: 
A girl at the age of ten ceased to go out (from the 
women's apartment). Her governess taught her (the arts 
of) pleasing speech and manners, to be docile and 
obedient … t o learn (all) women's work, how to furnish 
garments, to watch the sacrifices.... (479) 
7 
Confined to the domestic domain and living a life of subordination 
and unlettered simplicity, women have been denied opportunity to 
develop a distinct individual identity other than their familial roles. 
Their self-image is no more than an aggregate of age-old masculine 
definitions, expectations and cliches of what women should be. 
Funii wenti 婦女問題[The woman's problem] became the locus 
of social change at the turn of the twentieth century. "Woman's 
emancipation" was usually promoted in the wider context of general 
emancipation of the individual man and woman from traditional 
familial and societal restraints. May Fourth intellectuals, in 
advocating for the "new womanhood，" tended to focus on redefining 
the role and status of women in public and domestic spheres. Rarely 
was the nature of woman discussed. The representations of the "new 
woman" in literature are largely modelled on masculine images. Qin 
琴 in Ba Jin's 巴金 highly popular novel Jia 家[The family] expresses 
her aspiration to be like a man: "I want to be a person, a person just 
like a man"[我要做一個人，一個跟男人一樣的人](248). Zhang 
Weici's 張慰慈 insightful comments on such a tendency to overlook 
the nature of women are noteworthy: 
Many people have claimed that emancipated women are 
equal to men. They can model their behaviour on men. 
However, a woman is a woman after all. Such a kind 
of imitation of male behaviour is impracticable. With 
regard to love and [nurturing of] children, a woman's 
inner state is different from a man^s. (23) 
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Thus in this thesis, femininity connotes not only individuality but also 
awareness of the innate femaleness of a woman, which is biologically 
determined. Female identity, on the other hand, "implies a 
distinctive value system and unorthodox developmental goals，defined 
in terms of community and empathy rather than achievement and 
autonomy" (Abel 10). In contrast to male identity, which is marked 
by independence and separation, "women's sense of self becomes 
very much organized around being able to make and then to maintain 
affiliations and relationships" (Miller 61). 
In this thesis, critical discussions of Chinese initiation stories 
are preceded by an analysis of Katherine Anne Porter's short story 
The Grave—a good example to show the formation of feminine 
identity in patriarchal culture, and Virginia Woolf's first novel The 
Voyage Out in which the tension between the development of 
individuality and the natural feminine desire for relationship is 
presented. Each of the stories selected for discussion has an 
unconventional female initiation plot. In place of the culturally 
determined destiny of marriage and maternity, an alternative destiny 
is envisaged for the heroine in each story. 
Moreover，this thesis will be a literary-cultural study of the 
relationship between cultural change and feminist awareness. In the 
critical analysis of female initiation in these works, on top of an 
examination of the historical and socio-economic contexts, Freudian 
psychology and Jungian theory of "individuation process" will also 
be applied. Thus conceived this is a study of female awareness in 
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terms of women's social and familial roles as well as gender identity 
in modern, particularly Chinese fiction. 
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Chapter Two 
Rebellion against Conventional Womanhood: 
Katherine Anne Porter and Virginia Woolf 
Katherine Anne Porter's The Grave is a good starting point to 
examine female initiation in literature. In this cleverly constructed 
short story, initiation into female identity, which covers the socio-
cultural，familial and sexual roles of a woman, is succinctly and 
vividly presented. 
The "expedition" of Miranda, aged nine，and her brother Paul, 
aged twelve, in the abandoned family cemetery symbolizes "their 
journey toward self-knowledge, in search of identity" (Teixeira 52). 
To be more specific，the story focuses on the little girl's journey 
toward gender acknowledgement—her recognition of her femininity. 
Miranda's rite of passage also involves an irrevocable loss of 
innocence. 
When the action of the story begins, Miranda is seen 
"scratching around" in her grandfather's emptied grave "aimlessly 
and pleasurably as any young animal" (70). Here the animal imagery 
suggests that Miranda is in a pre-initiation stage where she still lives 
outside her prescribed and predetermined roles in human culture. 
The girl is unaware of gender distinction between her and her 
brother. A motherless girl, she is deprived of the mother-daughter 
bond and a female model with whom she can identify and 
differentiate her own identity. Her big sister Maria can by no means 
fulfill the role of mother-surrogate since she is not sufficiently 
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feminine as judged by social convention: "[In] spite of her rather 
affected ways, [she] rode at a dead run with only a rope knotted 
around her horse's nose" (73). Hence, until the time of her initiation 
Miranda is unaware of her personal likeness to woman. She 
identifies herself with male models, namely her brother Paul and，to 
a lesser extent, her father instead. 
At the beginning of their adventure, the absence of gender 
distinction between the brother and the sister is emphasized through 
the consistent use of plural personal pronouns in describing their 
actions: "They peered into … they felt nothing except … they were 
seeing a new sight，doing something they had not done before. In 
them both there was …"(emphasis added) (70). Moreover, they are 
wearing similar outfit, only the colour is different. They "often went 
together" hunting and Miranda always follows "at Paul's heels along 
the path" (69). She simply does what her brother does, without any 
idea that she is doing "boyish" things. 
Differences between Miranda and her brother, however, are 
gradually revealed. Miranda has "no proper sense of hunting at all" 
(72). What she likes about shooting is "pulling the trigger and 
hearing the noise" (72) whereas Paul shoots to kill. The discovery 
of the treasures in the graves signifies the beginning of Miranda's 
initiation into female identity. Paul is attracted to the dove Miranda 
has found because it is a screwhead for a coffin. Here Paul, without 
his knowing, is trying "to fulfill the archetypal role of the male as 
hunter" (Unrue 49). Miranda, on the other hand, "glanced at" the 
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dove—the symbol of manhood~//without covetousness" (71). She is 
attracted to the ring (probably a wedding ring) which represents 
wifehood, motherhood and domesticity. Hence Miranda's exchange 
of the dove for the ring is a symbolic act of turning away from her 
masculine model of identification. 
The ring opens Miranda's eyes to her boyish clothes and 
behaviour. Instantly she loses interest in shooting—a manly pastime. 
Moreover, her changed perception of her summer roughing outfit 
signifies her separation from her brother and her father, and shows 
her tendency to conform to social convention: "the law of female 
decorum" (73). All along Miranda is conscious of social censure 
against unwomanly appearances and behaviour, but she has "faith in 
her father's judgement" (74). Now the ring stirs in her "the first 
consciousness of her proper ^function'-to be a girl, to fulfill herself 
in her proper role" (Welker 151-152). Yet one must add that "her 
proper role" in society and family is culturally conditioned and 
stereotyped. Miranda now wants "to go back to the farmhouse" 
because the "proper" place for a girl, or a woman, in the back 
country of Texas in 1903 is the domestic sphere. She wants to make 
her toilette and put on the "most becoming dress" she owns because 
this is die socially approved appearance of a girl. She wishes to "sit 
in
 a
 wicker chair under the trees" (74)，as girls are supposed to be 
quiet and passive. All these are what the "female decorum" in her 
society dictates. Moreover, she is turning toward domestic life as the 
ring evokes "vague stirrings of desire for luxury and a grand way of 
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living" which are founded on the "family legend of past wealth and 
leisure" (74). 
Miranda and Paul now seem to belong to separate spheres. 
While Paul continues his manly activities in the public domain-
hunting and exploring outside, Miranda is inclined to "go back" to 
the domestic domain. The girl's inevitable estrangement from her 
brother is demonstrated by her lagging "rather far behind Paul" 
instead of following at Paul's heels as before, and her intention of 
"just turning back without a word and going home" (74). The 
process of Miranda's initiation into her gender identity，however，is 
not yet complete. The discovery of the unborn babies in the womb 
of the dead mother rabbit marks the final stage of her self-discovery. 
She recognizes her own sexuality in her confrontation with "the truth 
of the female principle" (Unrue 49): procreation which is unique to 
the female sex. 
Miranda feels personally involved in the incident because she 
becomes aware of a universal law within herself and within nature. 
Her identification with the mother rabbit is shown in her replies to 
PauTs comment that the babies "were just about ready to be born": 
"I know … l i k e kittens, I know，like babies" (77). Her sexuality is 
revealed to her as the inner hidden truth wMch "she wanted most 
deeply to see and to know" (76). The innate femininity exposed in 
the cutting open of the mother rabbit, in contrast to the outward 
womanliness the ring evokes, is the crucial determinant of her gender 
identity. "Having seen, she felt at once as if she had known all 
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along. The very memory of her former ignorance faded, she had 
always known just this" and "formless intuitions in her own mind and 
body" begin to take form steadily and gradually (76-77). Having 
known the truth of womanhood, Miranda is going to keep this secret 
to herself because only she，not Paul, understands what it means to 
be a woman. It is procreation that her gender identity is defined, the 
difference between her and her brother determined. 
Yet it is interesting to note that having moved "from iimocence 
to a position receptive to knowledge" and learnt "what she had to 
know" (76)，Miranda rejects the knowledge (Kramer 335). Miranda 
feels "awe and even terror" in the discovery of the secret of birth 
which is connected with the death of the mother rabbit (Brooks 114). 
The incident becomes a "worrisome affair" which brings her 
"confused unhappiness" (77). Yet having trespassed into the realm 
of knowledge which is generally withheld from preadolescent 
children, Miranda cannot possibly turn back. Her rejection of the 
rabbit skin shows her rejection of her own innate femininity. 
Her rejection of her gender identity leads to her rejection of her 
social and familial roles as well. With the gold ring on her thumb, 
Miranda shows an inclination to conform to conventional 
womanhood. When the story ends, however, with a lapse of twenty 
years in between, she is seen walking alone "in a strange place in a 
s t x a n g e
 country" (78). Her journey far away from home implies that 
s h e
 has fled her social and familial roles assigned by patriarchal 
culture. Her rejection of her gender identity is revealed by her terror 
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at the sight of the sugar "birds，baby chicks, baby rabbits, lambs, 
baby pigs" (78). Miranda is now a mature woman, but she still 
cannot cope with the "dreadful v i s W - h e r "profound realization" of 
her "own essential self" (Hagopian 3). Wherever she goes, she has 
to bear wi th this truth about herself. 
Ironically, Miranda gets out of her predicament through "a 
vision of innocence" (Alexander 180) in the pre-initiation stage—her 
memory of her brother turning the silver dove in his hands in the 
graves. That is a time when she is still ignorant of gender difference, 
a time when her innocence has not yet been buried. 
In The Grave the heroine's initiation into the mysteries of ———-^― — — « , 
femininity which is shown to be biologically determined ends in her 
rejection of her social and familial roles prescribed by a stringently 
strictured society. In Voyage Out，the heroine's initiation into 
womanhood also ends in eschewing woman's culturally determined 
roles of wife and mother, though in an entirely different form. 
In The Voyage Out, Rachel's identity as a woman and an 
individual is achieved through the process of individuation—the 
process of "discovering those aspects of one's self that make one an 
individual apart from others" (Sequeira 16). During the course the 
heroine develops from self-in-relation to self普autonomous through 
a series of identification and separation experiences. 
Expounding on Nancy Chodorow^ object relations theory, 
Jaqueline Mcleod Rogers states that a girl, unlike a boy, never 
relinquishes her bond with either mother or father. "She is drawn 
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toward the otherness of the father, but without ever severing the 
emotional ties that bind her in identification to the mother. As a 
result, women tend to develop "a sense of self-in-relation rather than 
self-as-autonomous" (118). 
In The Voyage Out，the heroine, though motherless, undergoes 
same-sex bonding with her mothers-surrogate Clarissa Dalloway and 
Helen Ambrose in the process of identity formation. She finally 
achieves a sense of a discrete identity through separation from her 
father, her mentors and finally her lover. Through these experiences 
she gradually develops a sense of self-and-other. In the heroine's 
psychical transformation, the male characters play a particularly 
important role since the psychology of woman depends upon man for 
its completion: "it is impossible for her to realize herself without a 
concept of an ' other" as partner and counterpart" (Shorter 80-81). 
The title of Tlie Voyage Out suggests the heroine's journey out 
of "the social and sexual restrictions of her life in England" 
(Naremore 7): The journey motif also connotes a rite of passage 
from a sheltered feminine world of sameness and dependence into 
individuality and independence. Moreover, the title implies a journey 
of no return. Rachel's initiation into womanhood and love does not 
end in marriage. The uncommon female initiation plot is an attempt 
to
 contrive for the heroine a female destiny different from the 
conventional paradigm of female initiation into love-marriage-
motherhood as widely presented in Victorian novels. In Tlie Voyage 
Out, marriage is rejected as the ultimate life-fulfillment for women. 
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In the beginning of the novel, the indefiniteness of Rachel's 
personality is highlighted through Helen's impression of her 
physiognomy: her face is "weak rather than decided • • • lack of colour 
and definite outline" (15). "The smooth unmarked outline of the 
girl's face" (21) suggests that Rachel is "in a chrysalis stage … s h e 
is not yet a person: she is becoming one" (Blackstone 25). At the 
age of twenty-four, Rachel is still at an indeterminate and undefined 
stage both sexually and psychically. Her protracted adolescence is 
attributable to the death of her mother when she was eleven—a crucial 
beginning of her adolescence. The absence of the mother-daughter 
bond means that Rachel lacks her mother's image to identify with and 
to differentiate her own identity. Other than fulfilling the roles of 
her aunts' niece and her father's daughter，she has scarcely a notion 
of who she is. 
The arrival of the Dalloways on her father's ship marks the 
beginning of Rachel's initiation into psychical and sexual maturity. 
The Dalloways in The Voyage Out have been criticized for their 
"Philistinism" (Lee 36). However, both Clarissa and Richard play an 
important part in Rachel's initiation. Rachel feels her "small world" 
becomes "wonderfully enlarged" (88) as a result of her encounter 
with the Dalloways. In the elder couple Rachel finds alternative 
parental figures with whom she undergoes bonding and separation. 
In other words, the Dalloways act as complements to the triadic 
relations of self, "mother" (the feminine) and "father" (the masculine) 
which are essential for the development of selfhood. 
18 
Rachel's self-consciousness is aroused by Clarissa's presence. 
Having seen Clarissa's "arch delicate face, Rachel feels 
dissatisfaction with her own looks (39). Clarissa also leads Rachel 
out of her isolation. For the first time Rachel expresses her feelings 
to another person. She "was overcome by an intense desire to tell 
Mrs. Dalloway things that she had never told anyone—things she had 
not realized herself until this moment. � I am lonely/ she began" 
(62). At this moment Rachel seems to emerge from her "underwater 
existence" of seclusion and silence. And she experiences an intimate 
emotional tie with Mrs. Dalloway whose spirit and attitude towards 
life make a significant impact on her. When the elder woman 
exclaims, "How good life is!" Rachel feels that life which has been 
"unnamed" before is "infinitely wonderful, and too good to be true" 
(63). 
Mrs. Dalloway acts like an inductor who leads Rachel to the 
threshold of initiation. Her husband Richard plays an even more 
important role in Rachel's initiation into womanhood. Ignorant of 
sex，Rachel always feels uncomfortable at the sight of physical 
intimacy. Having seen the Ambroses kiss on deck，she immediately 
looks "into the depth of the sea" (24). Later she expresses disgust at 
Susan and Arthur embracing during the picnic at Santa Marina. 
Rachel's sexual awakening owes a great deal to her relationship 
with Richard. Obviously the elder gentleman arouses Rachel's 
attraction to the opposite sex. She was curiously conscious of his 
presence and appea rance-h i s well-cut clothes …ve ry clean fingers 
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…“(56). Later, when left alone with Richard who has fallen asleep 
on deck, Rachel "looked him all over until it seemed to be that he 
must protest.... She never took her eyes off him …st i l l looking at 
him" (65). Here Rachel behaves like a desiring subject rather than 
an object of desire—the conventional role of woman in heterosexual 
relationship. The traditional masculine role as gaze and feminine role 
as object of gaze are nicely reversed. Clearly Rachel is drawn to the 
otherness of Richard who is very much a father figure. By 
confronting the masculine otherness in Richard, Rachel realizes her 
own separateness and begins to view relationship in terms of self-and-
other. Later the formation of heterosexual relationships is again seen 
as essential to her development. 
Moreover，Rachel's self-worth is enhanced in her encounter 
with Richard. It seems to her incredible that "a man of such worth 
and authority" (68) should be willing to talk to her (57). Actually 
the dialogue between Rachel and Richard in her cabin is no less 
significant to her psychical growth than her first sexual experience. 
To Richard's enquiry about her "interests and occupations," Rachel 
replies，"You see，I'm a woman!" (79) This brief but revealing 
answer aptly shows her sense of inferiority which is cultivated and 
reinforced by patriarchal conditions. Throughout the novel the male 
characters state glibly that the feminine is inferior to the masculine. 
Women are not to be taken seriously because they are fools: they do 
not possess masculine intellect and knowledge. And the notions of 
masculine supremacy are internalized by women as Clarissa states, 
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"The men always are so much better than the women" (50). 
Richards response to RacheKs remark is highly significant: 
"How strange to be a woman! A young and beautiful woman …you 
have an inestimable power—for good or for evil …”(79). His words 
of praise make Rachel aware of her attraction in the eyes of the male 
sex. Never before has she realized that she possesses "power'' since 
in Victorian culture "restrictions and lack of command characterise 
an unmarried girl's life" (Blake 127). Richard's sudden kiss leads to 
Rachel's recognition of her own sexuality. Certainly the shocking 
experience causes emotional upheavals in Rachel. Suddenly she 
realizes her sexual vulnerability as a woman: "[Men] are brutes! I 
hate men!'' (87) Her terror is conveyed in her nightmare that night. 
Yet paradoxically, Richard's kiss and his excuse, "You tempt me" 
(80) serve to attest her power in men-and-women relationship: she 
can attract men. This is an underlying cause for Rachel's "strange 
exultation" shortly after the incident. "[Life] seemed to hold infinite 
possibilities she had never guessed at ... something wonderful had 
happened" (80). Her reactions signify the end of her adolescence and 
the beginning of her initiation into heterosexual love: "Her mind was 
absorbed by Richard …and by a thousand feelings of which she had 
not been conscious before" (84). Th^ nature of knowledge Rachel 
obtains during this "liminal period" is "not a mere acquisition of 
knowledge but a change of being" (Turner 102). Her self-image is 
greatly boosted. According to Estelle C. Jelinek's observation on 
women's self-image, "women often depict a multi-dimensional, 
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fragmented self-image colored by a sense of inadequacy and 
alienation, of being outsiders or 'other'; they feel the need for 
authentication, to prove their self-worth" (xiii). Richard's attraction 
to Rachel (and his impulsive action) is in a sense an authentication of 
her female identity and self-worth. At this point Rachel begins to 
move away from passive identification with collective femininity and 
to turn toward the masculine as an individual. When the Dalloways 
leave the ship, Rachel has taken a big step in the process of 
individuation. 
Rachel�stay t Santa Marina, away from her father, signifies 
her separation from die restrictive role of daughter and "dependence 
typical of the father-daughter bond" (Rogers 154). Rachel admires 
her father who, however, is also "a great dim force in the house, 
making everyone very much afraid of him (246). Rachel's separation 
from her father is a necessary step in the formation of her 
individuality. By leaving her father's ship, Rachel finally moves 
away from her sheltered life at home and goes into society where she 
will mature as an individual. Her father begins to fade out of the 
picture while Mrs. Ambrose takes up the responsibility, as Rachel's 
adoptive mother and mentor, to show her niece "how to love and ... 
how tobea reasonable person" (89). With Helen's guidance, Rachel 
finally achieves a sense of self-as-autonomous: 
"So now you can go ahead and be a person on your own 
account, she [Helen] added. The vision of her own 
personality, of herself as a real everlasting thing, 
22 
different from everything else，flashed into Rachel's 
mind, and she became profoundly excited at the thought 
of living. 
"I can be m-m-myself," she stammered, "in spite of 
you，in spite of the Dalloways, and Mr. Pepper，and 
Father，and my aunts, in spite of these?" ••• 
"In spite of them all，" said Helen gravely. (90) 
This is Rachel's first assertion of her selfhood and individuality. 
Now she recognizes that she possesses a discrete identity since she is 
aware of her separateness from all the other people. The significant 
change in Rachel's self-image is shown in her "more definite and 
self-confident manner" and her readiness "to contradict what is said 
to her" (105). This is an obvious contrast with the way Rachel 
behaves when the elder people talk at dinner on the ship. As Helen 
observes at that time, her "eyes were unreflecting as water ... her 
mind absent" (17). 
Rachel's awareness of her own individuality is further enhanced 
in her room at the villa, "the scene of her self-education" (Froula 
75). Given a room of her own，Rachel can "defy the world" (136) 
in forming her opinions about life and women on her own. In one 
scene where she finishes reading an Ibsen play，probably A Doll^ 
House, she asks aloud "What is the truth? What's Hie truth of it all?" 
(136)" She now identifies herself with the heroine of the play who 
abandons matrimony in order to live as an independent and 
responsible human being: 
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She was speaking partly as herself and partly as the 
heroine of the play she had just read. The landscape 
outside … n o w appeared amazingly solid and clear … 
for the moment she herself was the most vivid thing in 
it—an heroic statue in the middle of the foreground, 
dominating the view. Ibsen's plays always left her in 
that condition. (136) 
This is a significant change in her not only because she is now a 
thinking individual in quest of truth, but also because she begins to 
separate herself from conventional womanhood. Her self-image at 
this moment is totally incompatible with tiie conventional female 
image since in patriarchal culture women are always assigned to 
passive and subordinate roles in the background. In identification 
with Ibsen's Nora and Meredith's Diana of the Crossways, Rachel 
turns towards the New Woman who wants more choice and control 
of her life. At this point Rachel begins to move away from Helen in 
desiring independence rather than fulfilling the submissive roles of 
wife and mother. RacheKs separation from Helen is shown in the 
latter�observation of the change in Rachel: "Rachel had passed 
beyond her guardianship. A voice might reach her ears, but never 
again would it c a r r y as far as it had •••" (335). Helen feels 
-strangely old and depressed" (335) as the mother-daughter bond has 
now ceased. 
The need for Rachel to establish heterosexual relationship in 
order to complete her initiation into womanhood is expressed in 
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Helen's letter, "I now pray for a young man to come to my help ... 
who would talk to her [Rachel] openly …”(105). At first Helen 
entrusts the task to St John Hirst. By confronting Hirst's masculine 
thinking and arrogance, Rachel is challenged to grow. At Arthur's 
and Susan's engagement party, Rachel is infuriated by Hirst's 
patronizing remark, "Have you got a mind, or are you like the rest 
of your sex?" (172) Hirst's condescending manner not only shows 
his sense of superiority towards the female sex but also denies 
Rachel�individuality b  assigning her to collective femininity. This 
is a heavy blow to Rachel's hard gained self-confidence and fledgling 
sense of individuality. She feels intimidated at once: "She felt herself 
surrounded ... by the faces of strangers all hostile to her" (173). Yet 
ironically Hirst's challenge to RacheFs developing selfhood serves to 
increase her self-assertion. When Hirst (jokingly) expresses 
disapproval of Rachel because she does not like Gibbon's style, 
Rachel retorts, "How are you going to judge people merely by their 
minds?" (226) Rachel is now able to assert her own judgement and 
also to defy masculine thinking. 
It is interesting to note that Rachel reads only a few pages of 
Gibbon's work-a book highly recommended by both Hewet and 
Hix^t as it is a masterpiece of masculine intellect. Rachel recognizes 
her emotional needs when she starts reading Gibbon: "Such was her 
excitement at the possibilities of knowledge now opening before her 
that she ceased to read, and a breeze turning the page, the covers of 
Gibbon gently ruffled and closed together …"(196). Here the 
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masculine knowledge is subtly rejected as an adequate resolution to 
Rachel's emotional needs. Helen，Hewet and Hirst endeavour to 
"enlighten" Rachel，but what they rely on is still largely masculine 
ideas. At this moment Rachel separates herself from the realm of 
masculine knowledge arbitrarily defined by patriarchal standards. 
She now knows clearly her own mind and what she needs as a 
woman without resorting to masculine scholarship: '"What is it to be 
in love?' she demanded" (197). Her autonomy as an individual is 
finally achieved in her relationship with and eventual separation from 
her lover. 
As Rachel's lover, Hewet plays a crucial role in her 
individuation which requires relatedness and companionship. 
Rachel's value and importance are assured by her consciousness of 
her sexual attraction in the eyes of her lover. Repeatedly Hewet is 
seen looking at Rachel with admiring eyes: "He observed her dress, 
her body, her hand and fingers.... With something like anguish 
Hewet realized that ... her body was very attractive to him" (238). 
Rachel is excited at her awareness of Hewet�unfailing 
attention to her (243). Yet Rachel's role in her relationship with 
Hewet is not merely an object of gaze or desire. Her individuality 
develops through "reciprocally responsive interaction" (Wolf 43) with 
Hewet. She gazes at Hewet too: ''She turned her back on the sea and 
regarded Hewet with friendly if critical eyes" (249). Hewet becomes 
R a c h
e r s "sdfobject. According to Heinz Kohut, the primary 
psychological configurat ion "is the experience of the relation between 
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the self and the empathic self-object" (The Restoration of Ae Self 
122). And it is the selfobject relation that "maintains the 
cohesiveness of the developing self" (The Search for the Self 103). 
Hewet^s attraction and attention to Rachel are experienced by her as 
part of herself. This in turn creates a sense of well being and 
confidence in her. Rachel "realized with a great sense of comfort 
how easily she could talk to Hewet …"（239)，and she tells Hewet， 
" T m not afraid of you/ looking at him easily" (240). Realizing that 
Hewet accepts her as herself and as she is，Rachel achieves a whole 
and cohesive self. Hewet becomes so essential to her selfhood that 
she cannot bear his absence from her sight: "She wanted to see 
Terence; she was perpetually wishing to see him when he was not 
there; it was an agony to miss seeing him" (257). 
The impact of Hewet on Rachel's self-image is clearly 
conveyed in her reflections on their relationship: 
At first he moved as a god; as she came to know him 
better he was still the centre of light, but combined with 
this beauty a wonderful power of making her daring and 
confident of herself. She was conscious of emotions and 
powers which she had never suspected in herself, and of 
a depth in the world hitherto unknown. (259) 
Hewet reveals to her the significance of her being. Realizing her 
"power" over a man she greatly admires, RacheKs emotional needs 
are fulfilled and her self-confidence firmly established. 
N o w
 Rachel understands and expresses her feelings as an 
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individual. She takes the initiative to tell Hewet, "I like you; d, you 
like me?" (252) Later she tells Hewet，"No doubt Ym in love with 
you" (328). 
With her consciousness of a new feeling—happiness—within her 
(330)，Rachel's initiation into womanhood seems to be complete. 
However, the unexpected death of Rachel signifies her separation 
from her lover in the continuous struggle to move "away from 
relational self-definition toward individuality" (Rogers 138). In her 
relationship with Hewet, Rachel still defines herself in relation to 
others. Certainly Hewet contributes immensely to Rachel's 
individuation. Yet paradoxically the danger of losing her 
individuality is repeatedly suggested in her relationship, particularly 
the prospective marriage，with Hewet. Her dependence on Hewet for 
self-fulfillment in a way puts her autonomy at risk. Rachel feels 
depressed when Hewet talks of writing because she senses that "his 
desire to know and get at her" has completely vanished (249). 
Moreover, Rachel and Terence's love scene in the jungle is 
permeated with a strong sense of confusion and terror: "A hand 
dropped abrupt as iron … a bolt from heaven … sh e fell …“(330). 
The images suggest "erotic turbulence, a swirling mixture of 
sensuality and violence" (Leaste 30). Love and marriage are seen as 
an ominous threat to her selfhood. The disturbing vision of Terence 
and Helen kissing and talking about love and marriage implies that 
in
 m
ama g e Rachel will follow Helenas steps in yielding to the will 
and control of her husband. 
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Rachel seems to lose herself in their love talk. Her response 
to Terence's declaration of love sounds like echoes: "’ You like being 
with me?' Terence asked.�Yes，with you/ she replied•…We are 
happy together/•…'Very happy/ she answered•…�We love each 
o ther/�We love each other/ she repeated" (316). The danger of 
dissolution of her individuality in love is further suggested when the 
lovers lose their way: "Rachel followed him，stopping where he 
stopped, turning where he turned, ignorant of the way, ignorant why 
he stopped or why he turned" (317). Rachel's sense of disorientation 
signifies her loss of autonomy as a result of declaring her love and 
commitment to another person. 
Rachel gets out of her dilemma in death. She is spared from 
the irreconcilable conflict between love-marriage and individuality in 
her death which also symbolizes her final separation from 
conventional womanhood and collective femininity represented, 
among others, by her mother, Mrs. Ambrose and Mrs. Dalloway. 
They all lead a life of self-abnegation in marriage. Clarissa is a 
sequestered Angel in the House. Helen always gives way to the 
idiosyncrasies of her husband. Rachel's mother Theresa, who 
"enjoyed things" before marriage, becomes "very sad and very good" 
in her married life (209). 
The bleak prospect of Rachel and Hewet's marriage is foretold 
in the latter^s conclusions about matrimony. He sees many different 
married couples "always walled up in a warm firelit room" (280). 
"Even the Ambroses, whom he admired and respected profoundly-in 
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spite of all the love between them，was not their marriage too a 
compromise? She gave way to him; she spoilt him …”(282). 
Far from "a total loss of self" (Naremore 29)，Rachel's death 
is a kind of self-preservation, an assertion of "the primacy of self" 
(Rose 73). Marriage，the expected outcome, would be an entirely 
unsatisfactory destination of Rachel's rite of passage because of "the 
destructiveness of the family system" (Woolf, Night and Day 354). 
Marriage, with its numerous obligations and duties imposed on the 
wife and mother, will definitely inhibit Rachel's individual growth. 
Death prevents Rachel from returning to England which, "in 
the novel's structure, represents the past and the future: marrying, 
they'll be going back" (Sage, xxv-xxvi). There is no return to the 
"stifling oppressiveness of the patriarchal Victorian family life" (Lee 
7). Symbolically, Rachel in her death joins the “�new women' who 
treasured their independence and were determined not to lose it" 
(Zwerdling 176). 
RacheKs death is depicted as a return to her "underwater 
world, Rachel is repeatedly described in the novel as an 
"amphibious creature" (Moore 85). She feels "like a fish at the 
bottom of the sea" (189). Even when she finds herself in love with 
Terence, she declares herself a mermaid to evade his embraces (347)， 
"a role which anticipated her later identification with Sabrina" 
(Richter 124). At the end of the novel, Rachel in her fatal illness 
joins Sabrina-the water spirit who evades the loss of her virginity in 
d e a t h
： -She fell into a deep pool of sticky water, which eventually 
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closed over her head • • • while all her tormentors thought that she was 
dead，she was not dead，but curled up at the bottom of the sea" 
(397). To Rachel, preservation of her virginity in evading 
matrimony is also a defence of her individuality. As Bani Shorter 
points out: "Considering the virgin as unwed emphasizes her 
uncommitted state. Neither body nor spirit have yet been promised 
to another" (128). 
Hence Rachel's death is seen as a realization of her prophecy 
and wish: "I shall never marry" (61) rather than a reasonless and 
tragic outcome. It is noteworthy that it seems to Hewet upon 
Rachel's death that "their complete union and happiness filled the 
room with rings eddying more and more widely. He had no wish in 
the world left unfulfilled. They possessed what could never be taken 
from them" (412). Rachel's death, rather than their marriage, seems 
to be a consummate ending of their relationship since the lovers, in 
particular Rachel，are spared from the inevitable dissolution of their 
individuality in love and marriage. In death Rachel's individuality 
remains intact. 
In this light Rachel transcends the culturally determined destiny 
of marriage and motherhood, and thus breaks out of the female 
initiation pattern that the late Victorian culture dictates to women. 
In a sense escapism is implied in the ending of the novel. This 
shows the enormous difficulties in envisaging a different destiny for 
women in Virginia Woolfs time. While the institution of the family， 
which was denounced as having "destroyed the individual life" 
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(Nightingale 405)，came under "a remorseless skeptical scrutiny" 
(Zwerdling 145)，the social and cultural roles available to women 
outside the domestic domain were still very limited in the late 
Victorian period and the early twentieth century. 
Rachel and Miranda face peculiar dilexnmas inherent in being 
woman. At the beginning both heroines are in an unenlightened 
state, unaware of who she is and what her female identity means. 
Upon recognition of her feminine sexuality, Miranda (subconsciously) 
rejects it since "femininity is primarily associated with both maternity 
and sexuality, and with both birth and death" (DeMouy 8). Miranda 
is born at a time when many women, including her mother, died in 
childbirth. Hence maternity is felt to be a burden or even a threat to 
life，rather than a natural feminine role. What Miranda renounces is 
her gender-role of chUdbearing and mothering under the Old Order. 
In The Voyage Out, a woman (and a man) is shown to be more 
culturally made than naturally created. The development of Rachel's 
individuality inevitably conflicts with the cultural constraints imposed 
on an individual. The tension between the heroine's awareness of her 
uniqueness as an individual and conventional gender-roles remains 
unresolved. This is closely related to her psychological conflict 
between her desire, on the one hand，for independence as an 
individual, and, on the other, her desire for love and security 
inherent in marriage since wifehood and motherhood also imply self-
sacrifice. 
In these two works, celibacy is presented as an alternative 
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destiny for the female initiates. Both Miranda and Rachel stay away 
from the circular route set for women in patriarchal cultures. 
Miranda travels far away from her home country, whereas Rachel 
returns to her submerged world of seclusion through death. 
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Chapter Three 
Womanhood Redefined: Shen Congwen and Ding Ling 
In traditional Chinese literature, there is a striking paucity of 
representations of individual growth or development of selfhood. 
Initiation, an integral part of individual development, remains largely 
an unexplored realm. One exception, however, can be found in 
Hongloumeng 紅樓夢(The story of the stone) written in the Qing 
dynasty (A.D. 1644-1911). This novel presents the development of 
Baoyu 寶玉 from a young rebel who does everything as he pleases to 
a young man who conforms to convention in sitting for the civil 
service examination for the sake of his family's honour. Besides, his 
sexual initiation is portrayed in the form of his journey to the palace 
of the fairy Disenchantment in his dream. 
The fact that the development of the individual self is 
underplayed in traditional Chinese literature reflects the relational 
concept of self in Chinese culture. In old Chinese society, men are 
seen as mutually related and conditioned aggregates，not as 
individuals who have complete freedom in the way they live, think 
and create，independently of their roles in society. Under the 
hierarchy of human relations of sangang 三綱[the three cardinal 
guides]: junchen 君臣[ruler guides subject], fuzi 父子[father guides 
son] and fiifu 夫婦[husband guides wife]，and the conventional 
ethical code of wuchang 五常[the five constant virtues]: ren 仁 
[benevolence], yi 義[righteousness]，li 禮[propriety]，zhi 智 
[wisdom] and xin 信[fidelity]，man's status and value must be 
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realized in a collective way. 
In contrast with the Western notion of the self as psychic 
totality，an autonomous entity which "governs，balances, and orders 
the whole personality," and is responsible for "its internal 
development" as well as "its instinctive adaptations to the surrounding 
world" (Stein 289)，the Chinese self can be conceptualized as "a 
configuration of role relations with significant others" (Chu 256).1 
In other words, the Chinese self is externalized in the culturally 
conditioned roles a man or a woman takes up in the family and 
society. 
Under the teachings of Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism— 
the three dominant philosophical schools in China, self-cultivation 
involves "the development of selflessness, and therein lies the 
perfection of the self" (Hegel 7). In Confucianism, the ultimate goal 
of self-development is to serve one's family and country. In Daoism, 
the perfect selfhood is marked by qingjing wuwei 清靜無爲[quietude 
and non-activity] in following the Dao 道[the Way]—the origin and 
the law of nature rather than actively seeking individual 
accomplishments. In Buddhism, especially Mahayana Buddhism, the 
ideal selfhood is "sublime selflessness" (Hegel 9) achieved by 
voluntarily neglecting one's desire and interest to become one with 
"the Unconditioned, the ultimate reality" (Hegel 9) behind all the 
transitory and superficially diverse entities (including human beings) 
in this world. 
Under the dual constrictions of long-standing patriarchy and the 
35 
predominance of the collective self (with its embodiment in the 
network of kinship, systems of social relationships and strict 
conventional decorum), it is doubly difficult, if not impossible, for 
Chinese women to develop her own individuality. 
The muted and defaced images of women in traditional Chinese 
literature reveal the lack of distinct identity and personality among 
women in old Chinese society. Sancong 三從[the three obediences: 
to father when young, to husband when married and to son when 
widowed], the well-known and widely practised code of conduct for 
women laid down in Book of Rites (second century AD) clearly 
indicates the submissive and dependent role of women in the family. 
"Within the patrilocal, patrilineal and patriarchal family institution 
women played a subservient role until they became the sole 
representative of the senior generation" (Croll 22). 
Women were educated since childhood to be obedient, 
respectful and reticent. Books of instruction for girls namely Lie nii 
zhuan 烈女傳(Series of women's biographies) authored by Liu Xiang 
劉向（77 - 6 B.C.) and Nu jie 女誡(Precepts for women) by Ban 
Zhao 班昭(? - 116) make it clear that perfect womanhood is 
invariably marked by self-denial. The female characters in Series of 
Women's Biographies are highly celebrated as exemplary role models 
for women not because they possess any unique personalities, but 
because they are unswerving in defending their chastity and in 
suppressing their personal desires for the sake of their families, 
honour. Coupled with the absence of any independent economic role 
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for women in society and ubiquitous constraints imposed on physical 
mobility of women, with its extremest form in the practice of foot-
binding "which itself has become a symbol of their role 
circumscription" (Croll 18)，Chinese women have long been denied 
opportunity to develop meaningful selfhood as autonomous 
individuals. "The idea that a woman could stand on her own, and be 
herself，simply did not seem possible" (Chu 258). 
"Emancipation of women" did not come until the turn of this 
century when the old and traditional ways were questioned and the 
search for new social and political institutions began. In the wake of 
Chen Duxiu's 陳獨秀 advocacy of individual personality for both men 
and women in 1916 and the introduction of Western notion of 
individualism, women's rights and personality were called into 
question that led to heated discussion among the writers and 
intellectuals.2 Meanwhile the women's movement developed in 
response to the influence of Western principles of individualism, 
freedom and self-fulfillment. Equality between man and woman, 
removal of sexual segregation and freedom of love and marriage, 
which also constitute an important part of the May Fourth ideals, are 
essential items on the platform for women's liberation.3 Besides 
calling for an end to legal, social, political and economic 
discrimination against women, a number of intellectuals set about 
raising women's consciousness of their position in society in order to 
bring about a total change in their beliefs, self-image and 
expectations. Tian Han 田漢 called for self-awakening of women 
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(32) and Ye Shaojun 葉紹鈞 maintained that women should strive to 
be independent and healthy individuals in the community (124). 
Concurrently a huge amount of literary works were dedicated to 
examining the "woman's problem" and asserting generalized 
independence of women from traditional familial and social restraints. 
The following is an analysis of the theme of female initiation 
in Shen Congwen's 沈從文 Biancheng 邊城（The border town) and 
Ding Ling's 丁玲 # Mao guniang 阿毛姑娘[The girl Ah Mao]. 
Both stories of initiation into womanhood focus on the development 
of the individual female self, signifying a radical departure from the 
stereotyped representations of women in traditional Chinese literature. 
Here, one must add that the development of selfhood in these two 
works is less articulate than their Western counterparts in which the 
concept of individuality is presented as "to recognize her own values, 
her own personal strength and limitations, her own uniqueness" 
(Woodman 210). 
Both ITie Border Town (1934) and Ilie GM Ah Mao (1928) 
present initiation experiences of the young heroine in the adult world: 
Cuicui's 翠翠 initiation into love and intricate human affairs, and Ah 
Mao's 阿毛 awakening to intense aspirations for material wealth. The 
development of the heroine's sexuality is presented as a natural and 
biologically determined process. She has no problems about her 
female identity. Her initiation experiences centre around her 
relationship as a girl or a young woman with the outside world, 
which in turn causes permanent psychological changes in her. 
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In Ilie Border Town，CuicuTs erotic awakening, just like her 
physical maturity, is presented as a "thoroughly natural process" 
(MacDonald 98). The emphasis on the naturalness of the heroine's 
growth is in line with the setting and structure of the story. The 
story "opens with picturesque panoramas of Hunanese waterfronts 
and country scenes. The plot unfolds by seasonal festival, focusing 
on that of the Dragon Boats, symbolic of West Hunan's cultural 
inheritance from the ancient, barbarian state of Chu [楚]“(Kinkiey 
a. 170). Besides, "The border town" indicates the peripheral position 
of the community of Chatong 茶峒 both geographically and 
culturally. Situated in the hinterlands of China, the secluded 
community is neither tainted by oppressive conventional customs, nor 
spoiled by modern urban culture. There is a striking absence of the 
influences of traditional ideologies, in particular Confucianism, in the 
social and familial life. Love and marriage still take place in a 
primitive and free way (Wang Jizhi 177). There is no segregation of 
the sexes. Young people can have a choice in courtship and 
marriage. A widow is not required to observe life-long chastity and 
can re-marry. And the country folk is tolerant towards the 
prostitutes. These features set the Chatong community, "a small 
town in the hills" (226) apart from the Chinese Han culture which 
has been dominated by Confucianism for thousands of years. On the 
other hand, in contrast with the man of the city，the country folk are 
unaffected by materialistic cannibalism, "urban circumlocutions and 
insincerity" (Kinkiey b. 181). The unworldly ways of the folk are in 
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perfect harmony with the hills and rivers (Wu 120). 
The environment in which Cuicui (meaning verdant) grows up 
is even closer to nature. Sh^ lives with her grandfather and a dog-a 
solitary household surrounded by hills and greenery. The girl is in 
a pre-initiation stage at the beginning of the story. She is very much 
a part of nature and stays far away from human culture: 
Nurtured in wind and sun, Cuicui had her skin tanned. 
Meeting green hills and waters everywhere, her eyes 
were as clear as crystal. Nurtured and educated by 





In Shen Congwen's words, the little girl comes out of nature and yet 
distinct from nature (61). The emphasis on "the natural, 
uncontaminated animal nature" of Cuicui (MacDonald 146) indicates 
that the motherless girl is yet to be initiated into culture. Orphaned 
since her birth, Cuicui has no mother figure with which she can 
identify. Moreover, the girl is isolated from her peer group. She 
has only very brief encounters with other girls on the ferry. 
Secluded from a large community, she is immuned from culturally 
cultivated notions about，among other things, love and marriage. Her 
awareness of her own sexuality comes naturally. Yet paradoxically, 
her growth to womanhood, in particular sexual maturity, also points 
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to her eventual separation from nature—a simple and innocent state of 
being，and integration into society in which she inevitably gets 
involved in renshi 人事[human affairs, or，the ways of the world]. 
In the story "human affairs" connote mixed feelings, complicated 
relationships and happenings which are beyond man's control. The 
antithesis between the natural and the human world is illustrated in 
the old ferryman's reflections on life: 
[Cuicui's] grandfather had lived in nature for seventy 
years, yet there were some natural happenings in the 
human world he could hardly deal with. 
袓父是H固在自删活了七十年的人，但在人事上的自然現 
象，就有了些不能安排處。（252) � 
During the course of her initiation into womanhood, Cuicui 
experiences renshi aizeng 人事愛僧[man's love and hate] (232) and 
renshi aile 人事哀樂[man's sadness and happiness] (238). 
Love and death play an equally important role in Cuicui's 
initiation. The psychological development of the girl is explored 
"against the background of the aging and gradual decline of her 
grandfather7' (Kinkley b. 216). Her development from a "small wild 
creature，" not knowing sadness or anxiety, to a girl full of hopes and 
fears is marked by her subtly depicted love with Nuosong 儺送• Her 
growth from a dependent little girl to a young woman who can stand 
o n
 her own feet is compelled by the death of her grandfather. 
Actually Cuicui's relationship with Nuosong and separation from her 
grandfather interlink in her psychic development, as demonstrated in 
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h e r i^tiation into the adult world and heterosexual love at the age of 
thirteen. 
Waiting anxiously for her grandfather on the wharf after the 
dragon boat race, Cuicui for the very first time is aware of the 
possibility of her grandfather's death: 
As the setting sun fell on the girl's home upstream, a 




Her apprehensions are attributable to her first prolonged absence from 
her grandfather—her self-object providing her with a strong sense of 
security and confidence. Grandad's death is associated with 
approaching darkness, the unknown and loneliness, a total disruption 
of her life. Her sense of insecurity, which she has never experienced 
before, is aggravated by her keen consciousness of being out of place 
in an adult world of sensual pleasures and violence. Her ears are 
filled with girls" singing from the brothels nearby, shouts of men in 
their cups，and the two boatmen's coarse talk about the prostitute, 
complicated man-and-woman relationship and the bloody murder of 
the prostitute's father (241). For the very first time Cuicui feels like 
a helpless cJutsider. The deepening gloom makes the alien 
atmosphere even more menacing. Cuicui seems at this point 
emerging from her chrysalis—her safe haven under the protection of 
her grandfather—and enters the outside world. At this moment Cuicui 
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meets Nuosong. 
Cuicui's attraction to Nuosong comes instinctively, without 
any socio-economic considerations like family and economic 
background. She does not even know that the young man is the well-
known Nuosong during their encounter. Yet on the other hand, their 
brief dialogue is fraught with misunderstandings. Cuicui 
misinterprets Nuosong's goodwill as an insult, and Nuosong takes 
CuicuTs rebuke in good part. This suggests that Cuicui's first 
awakening of love, which comes by naturally, also marks her entry 
into the human world where she will come across misunderstandings 
and unintended errors in human relationship. Hence, the first 
encounter between Nuosong and Cuicui can be seen as an initiation 
rite for the latter, a turning point in her life. She is ushered into a 
new realm: a life filled with love and hate，happiness and sorrow. 
Her once simple and tranquil state of mind is gone for good (Yip 
198). 
The impact of the encounter on Cuicui is succinctly suggested 
in her response to her grandfather's question: 
her grandfather …calling gruffly: "Cuicui! Is that you, 
Cuicui?" His granddaughter made no answer, but 
whispered to herself: "No，it's not Cuicui. Cuicui's been 





Cuicui is no longer a little girl free from cares following her 
initiation into love. She has just crossed "the threshold of adult 
experience" (Hsia 205). She will shortly experience fears and hopes, 
sadness and happiness in love. Moreover, she will go through 
bewildering experiences in "shifting from undefined sexuality to 
womanhood" (Shorter 51). While she still clings to her grandfather 
emotionally (the strong bond of affection between the two never 
loosens), she begins to have her own secrets which she is not going 
to share with him. Hence her first encounter with Nuosong also 
signifies the beginning of her separation from her grandfather and her 
development into a self-relying individual. 
Cuicui's awareness of the aging of her grandfather coincides 
with her growing interest in the bridal procession: 
She looked in silence at his [her grandfather's] white 
hair and slightly bent back. A trumpet blared some way 
off. She knew where the sound came from and what it 
meant … sh e stood by the bridal-sedan chair to feast her 
eyes on its splendour and on the faces around her. 
翠 翠 睨 著 腰 背 « 白 髮 ， 不 說 甚 麼 話 。 _ 有 吹 
噴 吶 的 _ ’她知道那是甚麼事情，•道噴吶方向……翠 
翠卻傍花轎站定’去欣賞每一個人的臉色與花轎上的流 
蘇……(250) 
Cuicui's vague awareness of the inevitable separation from her 
grandfather prompts her to think about her future. She seems to 
realize that her life will not go on for ever in this way. She is dimly 
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aware that something new has intruded into her life (Ling 274). 
Coupled with her blooming sexuality，Cuicui's inclinations towards 
love and marriage become increasingly obvious: 
Cuicui was no longer a child. Some casual remark 
would set her blushing. Time was ripening her, as if 
urging her to play her part in a new affair. She loved to 
see young brides, painted and powdered, to report 
stories about them, to wear wild flowers in her hair, to 
listen to songs—already she could tell why the Chatong 






Previously Cuicui sees no difference among lambs, cows and bridal 
processions. They are equally interesting to her (229). Now her 
fascination with courtship and marriage shows her stirred longing for 
something new, something exciting, though indistinct and intangible, 
that lies ahead (256). It also shows her heightening awareness of her 
feminine identity. She observes carefully the girls taking the ferry 
on Dragon Boat Festival and compares the looks of them (257-8) as 
she feels her personal likeness to them. Moreover, Nuosong's 
admiring gaze arouses Cuicui's self-consciousness: 
The visitor [Nuosong] smiled at Cuicui, looking at her. 
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As if aware why she was being looked at, she began to 
feel a little uneasy. 
客人又望著翠翠笑，翠翠彷彿明白爲甚麼被人望著，有點 
不好意思起來。（261) 
Again，when Cuicui ferries Nuosong across the stream: 
Glancing out of the corner of her eyes，Cuicui found that 
the young man was watching her. She turned her head, 




While Cuicui at that time has no idea that Nuosong is attracted to 
her, the young man's gaze arouses her self-consciousness as a girl. 
Although Cuicui "shies away from every chance of expressing 
herself either to her grandfather or to Nuosong" (Wang David 270)， 
she gradually realizes her emotional needs as a young woman. At 
first she can hardly tell what is exactly in her reverie (252). She 
does not know what she really wants. Later，preoccupied with the 
possibility of her grandfather's death, Tianbac/s 天保 proposal and 
Nuosong's being offered a match with a rich girl, Cuicui feels lonely 
and discontented: 
The girl growing to womanhood sensed that something 
seemed to be missing in her life. Soon another day 
would be gone beyond recall. She wanted to engage in 






Troubled by a faint sense of sadness, Cuicui for the first time feels 
vaguely a longing to break away from her present life. She wants to 
develop a new relationship (with Nuosong). Although she never 
articulates her wish, it is not true that "she cannot really get the idea 
across" to herself that she is in love with the young man (MacDonald 
99). She finally knows what she wants while waiting to be 
serenaded: 
Sitting there in the moonlight she really wants a 
[particular] young fellow to sing to her. 
她在月光下坐了一陣，心裡卻當眞願意聽一個人來唱歌。 
(287) 
"The young fellow" she is waiting for，as suggested from the context， 
is Nuosong. Nevertheless, Cuicui's transition from childhood to 
womanhood is also a very difficult one as she is doubly isolated in a 
male-dominated world. Secluded from a large community and from 
her peer group, the pubescent heroine has no female model who can 
teach her how to cope with problems a girl faces in the adult world. 
All the characters who play a significant role in her life are men: her 
grandfather, Nuosong, Tianbao and Yang the groom 楊馬兵• 
Cuicui ,s failure to express her wish shows her inability to make a 
decision as she is poorly equipped to do so. 
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While her grandfather can imbue her with healthy values such 
as a strong sense of responsibility and standing by one's word, he can 
by no means act as the girl's mentor in love and marriage. Owing 
to the male-female dichotomy represented in the story, the old 
ferryman can in no way detect what Cuicui's reticence means because 
men and women are naturally different. Action and adventure are 
assigned to boys like Tianbao and Nuosong, and quiescence and 
passivity to girls like Cuicui and Landlord Wang's 王圑總 daughter. 
Eager to ensure a happy married life for his granddaughter, the 
ferryman leaves the decision entirely into her own hands ‘ However, 
not knowing how to deal with Tianbac/s proposal—a problem entirely 
new to her as she is attracted to his younger brother instead, she 
lingers in making her choice. 
Tianbao's accidental death, regarded as indirectly caused by 
Cuicui and her grandfather's indecisiveness, casts a lasting gloom 
over her life: 
Then they went on ferrying the boat together just as 
before, except that there seemed to be an invisible void 
in their life. 
兩人仍然划船過曰子，一切依舊，醒於生活,卻雖甚麼 
地方有了個看不見的缺口。（292) 
Cuicui comes to realize for the first time capricious fate in human 
affairs，which is entirely beyond her control. The rainstorm, during 
which Cuicui's grandfather dies, acts as a catalyst in her 
transformation. The environment she is so familiar with has 
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completely changed overnight. The barge, the hawser and the white 
pagoda have all gone. The death of her grandfather forces her to 
accept the harsh reality although she has expected it for some time. 
Her permanent separation from her guardian compels her to face her 
indeterminate future on her own. Even before the death of her 
grandfather, Cuicui is encouraged to stand on her own feet. Her 
grandfather urges her to go to watch the dragon boat race alone 
(249). Later he tells Cuicui to think about Tianbac/s proposal as it 
is her own affair (251). She finally gains increasing independence as 
an individual: 
Cuicui in charge of the boat was strangely happy. "If 
Grandad won't sing, Fll sing for myself，" she decided. 
翠翠自己«，心中卻古怪的_高興，心想：「爺爺不爲 
我唱歌，我自己會唱！」（300) 
Little seems to have changed in her life. She still lives by the 
stream, accompanied by her dog and an avuncular guardian, in spite 
of repeated invitations from Shun Shun 順順 to move into his house 
while waiting for the return of Nuosong. Yet the death of her 
grandfather and also her recognition of Nuosong's love for her make 
Cuicui much more resilient in face of uncertainties in life. After 
learning all the puzzles connected with her unfulfilled love，Cuicui 
cries all night (310). She realizes that life is full of unpredictable 
happenings "that cannot be reversed by the individual" (MacDonald 
107). The abrupt termination of the relationship between the two 
lovers is not caused by social or familial oppression: 
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The custom in these parts was for young people to settle 
such problems [of love and marriage] themselves-
grown-ups had no say. 
若照當《氣’這些事認爲只是小孩子的事，大人管不著。 
(303) 
Shun Shun's repeated invitations to Cuicui indicates his acceptance 
of her as his future daughter-in-law, although all along he favours 
another girl. All the misunderstandings and errors are made 
unintendedly. Yet they have done irremediable harm. Nobody, 
except the go-between from Zhongzhai 中寨，means to harm or cheat 
other people. Yet things turn terribly wrong. Cuicui's grandfather, 
determined to avoid a repetition of his daughters tragedy, actually 
complicates the whole matter. Beneath the serenity created by the 
naturalness of the language and the "uneventful" plot，a faint sense 
of the pathos of man's situation in life is conveyed. 
The Border Town has been referred to as a work depicting an 
ideal world (Liu 67)，"a deliberately idyllic work" (Kinkley b. 165) 
and "a dream work" (Wang David 273). However, what this "very 
light, very agreeable" story conveys is far more than the author's 
"nostalgia for the lost land" (Nieh 88). 
Far from an escapist, Shen wrote "in response to the turbulent 
cultural/political scenes of the twenties and thirties" (Wang David 
202). While his fellow writers generally looked abroad for solutions 
such as a perfect social system to the complex problems of wars, 
famines and social evils that plagued China, Shen looked backward 
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to ancient rural virtues namely honesty, integrity, generosity and 
kindheartedness. What the Chatong community embody is an ideal 
form of life that is fine，healthy, natural and in tune with humanity 
(Shen 6) which is presented as an antidote to social ills. 
Likewise, the image of the young heroine in the story differs 
from the new woman represented in literary works produced by Mao 
Dun 茅盾，Ba Jin 巴金 and many others during and after the May 
Fourth era. In contrast with tjie educated girl who, imbibed with 
modern thoughts of individualism and self-fulfillment, fights for 
freedom in love and marriage, Cuicui remains passive in courtship 
and she just waits patiently for the return of her lover at the end of 
the story. Besides, she stays close to nature instead of integrating 
into society throughout the story. She is often seen reflecting or day-
dreaming in nature. After the death of her grandfather, Cuicui's pain 
seems to be soothed by nature: the bright moon, the clear blue sky 
inlaid with brilliant stars and the tranquil atmosphere (307), In 
presenting the young heroine as a natural, person 自然人 whose 
background is far from enviable in society (Cuicui does not receive 
any formal education, nor does she enjoy any wealth or high family 
status), Shen subtly "expresses the humanism of the May Fourth 
Movement" (Wang David 210) which asserts the individual's value 
and dignity irrespective of socio-economic class. 
Ah Mao shares some common features with Cuicui. Both 
young heroines are motherless. Before her marriage, Ah Mao, like 
Cuicui, lives in relative isolation with a male guardian, her father, in 
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a desolate valley (86). Cuicui is largely unaffected by what she sees 
in town (she is only a little envious of the silver bracelets the rich 
girl is wearing (257))，whereas Ah Mao undergoes a process of 
psychic transformation once she moves to the peripheral area of 
Shanghai after marriage. 
In contrast with the protagonists of the other three stories 
collected in Zai heianzhong 在黑暗中（In the darkness) (1928): 
Mengke 夢河，Shafei 莎菲 and Jiaying 嘉瑛，who are emancipated 
modern girls enjoying freedom of choice in love and marriage and 
the right to seek self-fulfillment as an individual, Ah Mao is very 
much a conventional Chinese woman who is subject to traditional 
social and familial restrictions. She is married off without being 
consulted. She plays a subordinate and dependent role in the family. 
This girl，though ignorant and foolish 又糊塗，又少見識（111)，goes 
through a journey of initiation into the adult world, and her 
development from a submissive wife and daughter-in-law to a defiant 
woman indicates the awakening of her self-consciousness. The story 
presents "a vision of individual development as a series of 
disillusionments or clashes with an inimical milieu" (Abel 6). These 
clashes culminate not in integration but in withdrawal, rebellion and 
finally suicide. 
The influences of modern bourgeois culture on Ah Mao have 
been widely discussed.5 However, Ah Mao's psychological changes 
also owe a great deal to her excessive identification with other 
women around her. Like Cuicui，Ah Mao lacks a mother figure to 
52 
identify with. Unlike Cuicui, who lives in a predominantly male 
world，Ah Mao comes into frequent contact with other women: 
Auntie Three 三姑，Ah Zhao's Wife 阿招嫂 and Sister Three 三姐. 
Her values are greatly influenced by them，in particular Sister Three. 
All the time Ah Mao wants to be one of those affluent and well-
dressed women, who are leading a life of comfort and ease. 
Moreover, the flashes of epiphany she has about the differences 
between the rich and the poor, and later about the futility of seeking 
happiness all come from her observations on other women, 
particularly the sick girl and the young woman next door. 
Ah Mao is initiated into the adult world right at the beginning 
of the story. Following the circular route set for women in 
patriarchal culture, she moves, or is moved, from one domestic 
sphere to another. The arranged marriage signifies the end of her 
childhood. She is married off，at the age of fifteen, before she 
knows the meaning of wifehood. She is bewildered and worried as 
she has only a very vague notion of being married into another 
family. Shifting from a simple life of a nuclear family to living in 
an extended family where she is required to take up the roles of wife, 
daughter-in-law and sister-in-law, she enters a much more 
complicated adult world. Her wailing not only shows that she hates 
to part with her home, but also implies the loss of innocence in 
marriage. Her experience as a bride in her new home is a traumatic 
one: 
Many people teased and poked fun at her, treating her as 
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a different species of human being. That was the first 
time she knew the meaning of being taken advantage of 
by other people.6 
順撤多人拿來玩弄著’調笑著，像另外的一默類…… 
這是她第一次懂得在人面前所吃的虧。（89) 
Hie irrevocable loss of innocence in marriage is vividly presented in 
Ah Mao's departure from her fathers home after a brief return as a 
newly wed woman: 
Isn't the valley where I've lived for ten odd years a 
paradise, so peaceful and free? She was really sad. 
Crying (in a way she had never done before), she cast a 
deep look onto all those things she would soon part with 
before following her husband, a robust young man, back 





At this point Ah Mao lacks an identity other than her social 
and familial roles. Her role has changed from a daughter to a wife 
and daughter-in-law. Besides, she has undergone sexual initiation as 
a wife. Yet she still thinks like a child. Ah Mao's trip to Shanghai 
marks her awakening from an unenlightened state (Zhang Dalei 259). 
It is noteworthy that Sister Three plays a crucial role in Ah Mao's 
initiation into the dazzling world of luxuries and pleasures. The 
54 
former has always acted as the girl's "mentor" by giving her 
fascinating accounts of city life: 
The city, Shanghai... in Sister Three's accounts sounded 
just like the wonderland in a fairytale. 
三姐說起城裡來，上海來……簡直像一種神話中的奇 
境……(93) 
During the trip to the big city, Sister Three acts as Ah Mao's 
inductor, opening her eyes to all those new wonders around her: 
Following Sister Three's pointers, she [Ah Mao] kept 
looking around with amazement and greediness. 
三姐一路指點著她，她的眼光也就始終現著驚細麵麟 
四處轉。(94) � 
Ah Mao's initiation into a much bigger world of flashy splendour 
during the trip marks the beginning of her spiritual journey as her 
aspirations to material wealth are aroused: 
Owing to the trip, Ah Mao changed from an innocent 
child who thought little in her laboring work to a girl 
preoccupied with her own thoughts. 
阿毛就由於遍行，把她那謹作中毫無所用的心思，從單 
純的孩提一變而爲好用思慮的少女了。（93) 
The trip also marks Ah Ma</s separation from her past life. Her 
associations of the life in the big city with a fairyland convey an 
ironic note as not long ago she considers the valley, where she grows 
up，a paradise. Now her reluctance to leave the metropolitan city 
(97) echoes with her agony in parting with her old home. This 
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indicates her repudiation of her past simple life. Moreover，she 
begins to compare herself with other women. This signifies the 
awakening of her self-consciousness as she is aware of the difference 
between her and Sister Three. She feels dissatisfied because her 
husband has not given her enough money to buy the kind of cloth 
Sister Three affords to buy. Her desire to get what Sister Three gets 
shows her identification with other women. While her marriage 
initiates her into new social and familial roles, her trip to Shanghai 
marks the germination of her aspirations as an individual. 
Ah Mao's aspirations (always denounced as longings for 
luxuries 虛榮心 in the story)，which are totally incompatible with her 
socio-economic status and her assigned roles in the family, inevitably 
lead to her conflicts with her milieu. She begins to feel discontented 
with living within the confines of the domestic sphere. Her feeling 
that the eaves of the house are so low that one's soul seems to be 
enclosed (98) shows her desire to break away from the familial bonds 
rather than living a life of subservience. 
The author attributes the change in Ah Mao's psychological 
state to her environment, in particular her exposure to the luxurious 
life of rich people. She is an innocent child before marriage because 
she lives with her father, an honest countryman, in a sparsely 
populated valley, and her peers are some kids who，like her, are 
simple-minded. Nothing induces her to think about a bigger world. 
Now living by the side of the West Lake, a plac^ where one easily 
comes across rich people, she is lured to a life of luxury (99). 
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However, it is interesting to note that at one time the temptations of 
the city fade in Ah Mao's memory. Her desires are rekindled by the 
affluent young couple, in particular the young woman from Shanghai. 
For some time the woman becomes Ah Mao's idol: 
She [Ah Mao] wanted to know how the woman lived.... 
She was so beautiful, so graceful- Certainly the woman, 
unlike her, need not tend the kitchen fire in front of the 
stove all day long. 
她要爐那女人的生活……別騰，漏尊貴，怎麼 
會像她一•天坐在灶門前燒火昵？（101) 
At first Ah Mao sees the differences between her and the young 
woman next door as differences between two individuals. Soon she 
recognizes that their differences are differences between two classes. 
One day when Ah Mao sees several women dressed in a style similar 
to the woman next door, it suddenly dawns on her that perhaps there 
are thousands of such women in their society, just as there are many 
women like her and Sister Three in their society (103) ‘ Such a 
startling discovery marks Ah Mao's awakening of class 
consciousness. Her longings for the life of pleasures these women 
are leading become even more intense as she realizes suddenly that 
many women are enjoying a leisured life while she cannot. Her 
aspirations to joining their class indicates her alienation from women 
of her own class. Moreover, Sister Three's success in gaining access 
to a more superior class by becoming a military officer's concubine 
greatly boosts Ah Mac/s ambitions. Now Sister Three, Ah Mao's 
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mentor，actually sets an example to her in advancing to a higher 
class. 
Ah Mao's renouncing her belief in fate indicates another 
significant step in her development as an individual. Her realization 
that it is money，not predetermined fate, that divides people into 
different classes alters her outlook on life. Previously she suppresses 
her desires as all along she is led to believe that her life is determined 
in Heaven. 
Now Ah Mao did not believe in fate. Now she was 
convinced that a woman's life, good or bad, entirely 
depended on her husband. 
然而現在阿毛不信命了。現在她把女姚一生,好和歹一概 
認爲繫之於丈夫。（105) 
Undoubtedly Ah Mao is presented as a woman piteously obsessed 
with material wealth. Yet in a sense she becomes at this point an 
individual striving to get what she wants instead of passively 
accepting her lot. Her frustration, resentment, jealousy, longing and 
fantasy indicate her departure from conventional womanhood, which 
is marked by self-denial and forbearance. Unfortunately, hampered 
by her restrictive gender roles, she has to rely on her husband to 
f u l f i l her desires. She always imagines that one day her husband will 
make a fortune, then she can do something a rich woman would do 
(106). Moreover，she works hard so that she can be of some help to 
her husband (105). However, her efforts come to nothing as her 
husband does not share her ambitions. She is utterly disheartened 
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(109). To find a way out，she begins to place her hopes on other 
men. Her admiration of those rich women changes to reverence for 
men, especially those who are smartly attired and having an imposing 
air: 
She always wished that she would meet by chance a nice 
man on the hill. Falling in love with her, he would 
rescue her from her husband, her father and mother-in-




On one hand, her wild fantasies show her naivety. On the other, 
they signal her further departure from the conventional submissive 
role of a Chinese woman. Her rebellion against traditional 
restrictions imposed on a woman is voiced in her desperate cry in 
response to her mother-in-law's refusal of the man,s offer of hiring 
her as a model in a studio: " I want to go! I want to go! Why do 
you [Ah Mao's mother-in-law] not let me go?"'[我要去的！我要去 
的！爲甚麼不准我去？ ] (114)- It can be seen as an assertion of her 
will in defiance of conventional norms which prohibit women from 
working outside and hence enjoying independence as an individual. 
Although she is given severe beatings by her husband and also 
contemptuous looks from the rest of the family，Ah Mao is 
unyielding and still tries to have her own way: 
[She] ran around and looked for the man desperately on 
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the top of the hill which was shrouded in a thick fog， 
making her head dizzy and her feet swollen.... Wiping 
away the tears, she limped back home. 
在濃励山膽闘哦，弄得頭昏腳腫……—邊拭著 
淚，一邊連跑帶跳的回到家裡去。（114-6) 
Her efforts to look for the man who she thought would save her from 
her plight are doomed to failure since she fails to make a distinction 
between her illusions and reality. Yet apart from looking foolish, Ah 
Mao is seen to be an individual who tries to have grasp on her own 
life. Moreover, her action—looking for the man signifies her revolt 
against traditional morals as a married woman must stick with her 
husband. 
Her desires frustrated, Ah Mao becomes alienated from women 
of both the leisured class and her own class: 
Ah Mao did not feel like to have fun outside, fearing 
that she would see something that would make her fall 
again into the misery of having a hopeless hope. 
Neither did she feel like to talk with other members of 
the family or Ah Zhao's Wife, fearing that she would 





人…… ( H 8 ) 
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Ah Mao has forsaken her own class. Yet she fails to advance to 
another. She becomes an outsider to both classes. Her illness 
signifies her surrender to reality. She retreats to a world of fantasy. 
She dreams that she can fly, like an eagle，to an unknown place of 
happiness (121). Yet such an escape from her pathetic situation is 
removed by the death of the sick girl Ah Mao greatly envies: 
The death of the lovely pale-faced girl caused a change 
in Ah Mao's thinking. She no longer dreamt strange 





The death of the sick young woman, a symbol of perfect marital bliss 
to Ah Mao, wipes away all her fantasies and forces her to face the 
harsh reality of death which, she concludes，annihilates everything. 
With no more fantasies to feed on，she becomes weary of life. 
Ah Mao's decision to commit suicide is induced by yet another 
woman. Ah Mao thought that the woman next door was happily 
married until one night she discovers that this is not the case: 
Not long ago she thought that happiness could not last. 
It would eventually be stolen away by death. Now she 
seemed to realize that there was no such thing called 
happiness. Happiness was only something that aroused 
envy, or jealousy in other people. "Happy" people 
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actually could by no means taste happiness themselves. 






Ah Mac/s problem is that she identifies too closely with other 
women in the upper class without undergoing the process of 
separation from them which is necessary in acknowledging her 
uniqueness as an individual. She is seen evolving from an 
unenlightened girl whose identity is defined solely in tetms of her 
gender roles in the family to an alienated and lonely individual 
striving for personal fulfillment in a world irresponsive to her needs. 
Her suicide on the one hand reflects her failure to separate herself 
from the woman next door. She sees in the woman's unhappiness the 
impossibility of enjoying happiness in this world. On the other hand, 
it is a kind of self-assertion, an individual's protest against the 
oppressive institution of family. She realizes too well that she cannot 
control her fate. She can in no way break away from traditional role-
patterns assigned to her. The only way she can assert her will is to 
take her own life. It is a gesture to prove her real existence as a 
human being (Bi 241). "The violence of this uncompromising self-
destructive act is the opposite of emotional self-restraint, since self-
restraint would mean her total submission to the patriarchal order" 
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(Chow 102). 
Ah Mao presents a curious image of woman in the story. She 
is a rebel. Yet she is not a new woman. Instead of suppressing her 
feelings, she strives to fulfil her wishes regardless of the 
consequences (Li 26). Yet her desires are invariably denounced as 
greed and excessive ambitions by the author. The reader is 
repeatedly reminded of the heroine's ignorance and foolishness. 
Moreover，Ah Mao's internalization of male supremacy shows her 
traditional thinking which feminists adamantly oppose: 
Ah Mao looks down upon women. At the same time 
she takes all of the accomplishments of women and 
credits them to men. 7 
阿毛看輕女人，同時她tt—切女ATO化之功，加之於男 
子。( i l l ) 
Not surprisingly Ah Mao has invited conflicting interpretations from 
critics. On one side，following the authorial judgments in the story, 
some critics see Ah Mao as a woman unawakened from nightmarish 
illusions (Zhang Yongquan 260) and suffering from futile love for the 
city's luxuries ( Zhang Jiong 97)，or as a girl obsessed with material 
pleasures (Song 75) and modern girls, way of living (Yuan 139). On 
the other side，some critics regard Ah Mao as an "independent-
minded country housewife" (Bjorge 181)，an enlightened woman 
(Wan 153), a special questing woman, a Shafei in the peasant family 
who possesses a persistent and irrepressible power to explore (Zhang 
Dalei 150). In short, Ah Mao is "an individual but not a May 
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Fourth individualist" (Barlow 11). She has transgressed all 
conventional expectations of a wife and daughter-in-law. Yet at the 
same time her failure to surpass her subordinate and constricted status 
is due not only to social and familial restrictions, but also to the 
shortcomings of women. In Ding Ling's words, it is women's 
inability to resist all of society's temptations and silent oppression 
(390). Hence Ah Mao is "merely-a-woman" in contrast with those 
educated working women who live an independent life. 
Womanhood is redefined in The Border Town and The Girl Ah 
Mao，two works produced in the low ebb of the May Fourth 
Movement. In contrast with the modern girl established in May 
Fourth discourse—an individual "engaged in quixotic combat with a 
predestined and established social order" (Croll 6)，the female self in 
The Border Town is marked by childlike innoc^ice and passivity. 
Cuicui, a much more self-reliant girl at the end of the story, remains 
a protegee of a male guardian. And her future depends on the return 
of her lover. In The Girl Ah Mao, the formation of female identity 
is presented as a difficult and painful process. The heroine's 
awakened "awareness of self in its relation to the world" 
(Feuerwerker 296) leads inevitably to her alienation and loneliness. 
The story presents "persistent struggles of the individual's lonely 
soul"個人孤獨的靈魂的倔強掙扎(Ding 150) in a society which is full 
of dichotomies between man (the gazer) and woman (the object of 
gaze) (98)，between husband (desiring subject) and wife (object to be 
used for man's gratification), between women of different classes, 
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and between educated and uneducated women. Ah Mao invariably 
occupies the low side of all these oppositions. The situation of Ah 
Mao，the most underprivileged heroine in hi the Darkness, is similar 
to that of the protagonists of the other three stories: "a lonely 
individual pitted against a hostile or uncongenial world，driven into 
intense awareness of her own sensibilities as she struggles to come to 
some sense of the self" (Feuerwerker 289). 
Post-May Fourth sentiment is reflected in both Ilie Border 
Town and The Girl Ah Mao. A sense of helplessness, of varying 
degree, is presented in these stories. Cuicui's awakening to 
heterosexual love is interwoven with misunderstandings and deaths 
which are beyond her control. The conflicts between Ah Mao's inner 
aspirations and the social limitations are manifested throughout the 
story. Her futile attempts to overcome the "insurmountable barrier" 
(Chow 106) between herself and the world convey a feeling of loss 
and melancholy resulting from a general disillusionment with an 
individual ,s, especially a woman's, strength in seeking self-fulfillment 
in an unreformed society. 
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Chapter Four 
Contemporary Chinese Feminist Writers 
For more than three decades following Mao Zedong's "Zai 
Yanan wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua"在延安文藝座談會上的講話 
[Speech at Yan'an literature and arts forum] of 1942，literature has 
become an instrument of political propaganda, strictly toeing the line 
set by the Communist helmsman—to serve the interests of worker-
peasant-soldier and vast majority. Suppression of individual self-
expression in literature was most vigorous during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76). The subjective and individualistic mode of 
literature established during the May Fourth era: the individual vision 
of reality, expression of personal emotions, psychological exploration 
and examination of interpersonal relations was totally blotted out. 
Any literary works considered not in tune with the Party's exclusive 
emphasis on class relations, class struggle and class solidarity were 
condemned as poisonous to people's mind or even banned. 
Under the supremacy of collectivist ideology, individuality was 
invariably suppressed. The frequent general mobilization movements, 
rectification movements and the rustication of youngsters all pointed 
to a plain fact that interests and rights of the individual were simply 
irrelevant under the overriding dogma of the collective good. At the 
same time, femininity of the female sex was subdued as a result of 
the promotion of sexual equality, in particular equal sharing of 
physical labour between the sexes. Acclaimed as "holding up half of 
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the s ky , women were recruited as part of the work force and 
enjoyed economic independence as men. Besides, gender differences 
became blurred shown in the ways people addressed to each other. 
Both man and woman were addressed as tongzhi 同志（compatriot)， 
and airen 愛人（lover) was used to refer to either husband or wife. 
The most obvious sign of "the desexualization of women" (Leung 
137) can be found in the standardized (male) outfit for both men and 
women. Hence a woman's identity as an individual and a female 
became indistinct. 
Subsequent to Mao's death and the fall of the Gang of Four in 
1976，the literary scene witnessed "an unprecedented�thaw"' (Lee 
181). With the relaxation of literary policies in post-Mao China, "a 
new humanistic literature" (Kinkley c. 3) emerged. Apart from a 
huge amount of social expose in the "new wave literature" with the 
trend set by Liu Xinwu's 劉心武 Banzhuren 班主任(The class 
teacher) (1977) and also the "literature of the wounded" inaugurated 
by Lu Xinhua's 盧新華 Shanghen 傷痕（The wound) (1978), there 
was a profusion of literary works calling for � a re-emphasis on the 
individual which had been eclipsed by collective ideals" (Leung 
136). 
In line with the search to re-discover "the uniqueness of the 
human individual" (Pan 197)，recovery of femininity becomes a 
major theme in a large number of works written by women writers 
S U
c h as Zong Pu^ ^ Wo shi shei 我是誰？ [Who am I?] (1979)， 
Zhang Jie xs 張潔 Chenzhong de chibang 沉重的翅膀[The heavy 
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wings] (1981)，Zhang Xinxin's 張辛欣 ^ zai na^; cuoguo liao m 
我在哪兒錯過了你[Where did I miss you?] (1981) and Zm tongyi 
dipingxian shang 在同一地平線上[On the same horizon] (1981)，to 
name just a few. Among them Wang Anyi's 王安憶 Xiaocheng 
Man 小城之戀[Romance in a small town] (1986), an unorthodox story 
of sexual initiation, is selected to examine feminine nature and the 
formation of female identity. 
Romance in a Small Town is a story of the sexual relationship 
between two individuals (Wang Anyi 31). A large part of the novella 
is devoted to the depiction of the socially unconventional relationship 
between the male and the female protagonist from a pre-initiation 
stage when they are not aware of their gender distinctions to their 
eventual separation following intensive sexual experiences. The story 
at the same time charts the female protagonist's initiation into culture 
with her instinctual sexual impulses reined in under "the restraining 
might of the cultural inhibitions of shame, disgust [and] morality" 
(Mitchell 53). Her initiation into womanhood is also a psychical 
process of individuation in which she undergoes painful 
differentiation from symbiosis with her sexual partner and finally 
obtains a new identity as an autonomous individual in motherhood. 
The story focuses on "him" and "her" at the very beginning of 
the story: "Both of them joined the same troupe as dancers when they 
w e r e
 very young''小小的時候，他們就在一起，在一個劇團裡跳舞 
(103).1 In their innocent childhood, they are unaware of their sexual 
differences. They are completely at ease while helping each other in 
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their practice of dancing skills. However, following their recognition 
of bodily changes at puberty, a time when femininity and masculinity 
properly emerge, they suddenly become aware of the gender 
distinctions between them: 
In this lightning touch, it seemed as if he became aware 
that hers was a woman's hand, and she became aware 
that his was a man's hand. When they … m e t again, 




著了害羞，不敢抬頭，更不敢說話了 ° (117) 
Their brief handshake of reconciliation marks the end of their 
relationship as innocent friends. Their feelings of shyness and 
embarrassment signify their awareness of gender distinctions, the 
magnetic appeal of the opposite sex, and also the cultural sanction 
against physical intimacy between the sexes before marriage. 
Moreover, their gender identity is formed relationally as they define 
their identity by contrast to each other. She becomes a woman in his 
eyes, and he becomes a man in her eyes. Such a kind of 
interdependence is later demonstrated in their symbiotic sexual 
relationship in which they are both opposite and complementary to 
each other. Hence both their anatomical differences and interpersonal 
relationship play a significant role in the formation of her femininity 
and his masculinity. Now their body contact has entirely different 
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meanings to them ‘ Her sexual desire is aroused when they practise 
the Little Red Army. It is clearly shown to be a natural and 
overpowering force: 
She seemed to be dominated and controlled by a 
tremendous invisible willpower; her movements repeated 




It is repeatedly emphasized in the narrative that their mutual 
attraction arises out of primitive instincts, without any mediation by 
spiritual communication (Wang Anyi 32) or social intercourse like 
courtship: 
They have no idea about what love is. They only know 
they have an irrepressible need for each other. 
他們並不懂翻麼叫愛情‘只知道互相是纖克制的需要° 
(134) 
Not only do they derive pleasure from the gratification of their sexual 
desires (135)，but also their self-image is boosted. Both he and she 
are failures in the troupe in spite of their hard work because of their 
non-standard figures as dancers. Yet because of their mutual need 
for each other, her sense of inferiority caused by her gross stature 
among her female colleagues is replaced by a sense of superiority as 
shown in her self-complacent smile (133). 
However，their instinctual sexual relationship inevitably comes 
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into conflict with the cultural ethics and the social restrictions that are 
imposed upon them: "Even though she scarcely understood anything, 
she knew that this was sin"儘管她甚麼都不懂，可卻懂得這是犯罪 
(135). The girl's sense of guilt and the torment of her insatiable 
sexual needs finally push her to seek a way out of her predicament. 
A simple-minded girl who is always happy, knowing nothing 
about human affairs or sadness (168)，she is very much a natural 
being following her instincts in living. (Her binge eating habit also 
shows her lack of control over her instincts). However, her self-
reflection in distress resulting from shame and disgust at their illicit 
sexual relationship: "What kind of a thing are we doing?"我們是在做 
甚麼啊！ (154) marks the beginning of her turn to culture from 
nature, which is at the same time a process of separation from her 
possessive partner. Without any mentor or confidant to help her，she 
can only rely on herself in her struggle for self-control and self-
determination. Her pledge to herself while she shrinks from killing 
herself: "From now on Yll be good and behave myself"以後一定好 
好的，安安份份的(175) marks a significant step in the development 
of her individuality as she begins to strive for conscious control over 
her life. Previously both he and she are shown to be infantile and 
selfish in putting the blame on each other for their distress and 
loneliness in their secret relationship: 
Both he and she wished the other would go off to a 
faraway place or simply leave this world, bringing their 
humiliations along with him or her. Only in this way 
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Later she decides to escape her trouble by committing suicide. Now 
she begins to take responsibility for herself in assuming control over 
her body. Subsequent to a series of struggles between her will and 
her desire—a painful process of groping and crawling in the dark 
(142)，she understands in an epiphany what is morally right and what 
is morally wrong: 
Now she suddenly became clear-eyed. She seemed to 
thoroughly undeistand the right and wrong, the good and 
evil in this world. She had grown up in the war 
between the two wills in her. 
mmm,脑然變得非常明理’世界上的是非善惡‘全都通 
曉了似的。她在她內心兩種意志的戰爭中成長了。（177) 
Her cognitive acceptance of the cultural norm becomes an effective 
defence against the natural force of her sexual instincts. She moves 
from a natural to a cultural being in conformity to the civilized 
constraints imposed on the individual as she decides to live a clean 
and peaceful life (167) as an unmarried woman. 
Her efforts to break the dependent attachment with him poses 
a serious threat to his selfhood, which builds on their mutual 
dependence: "He sensed vaguely that she had forsaken him and their 
taci t agreement"他隱隱地意識到她是背叛他了，背叛他們的默契了 
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(173). This is the first time she plays an active role in their 
relationship. It is he who starts the ilUcit affair. And he takes the 
initiative in estranging himself from her for a short time (140). ffis 
position as the dominant partner in their relationship is foreshadowed 
in their squabble in the practice room: 
She had scarcely time to take a breath and let loose a 
torrent of abuse at him, trying to overwhelm him. He 
did not yield an inch....Only when she, having shouted 
herself hoarse, rolled on the ground weeping, he stopped 




Her tears tell her powerlessness in confrontation with him. Her 
attempt to break away from the bonds of her need for connectedness 
with him becomes a bitter struggle between his and her will. 
Ironically, his brutal attempt to thwart her separation from him 
facilitates the completion of her individuation process. Pregnancy, 
the worst possible outcome of an illicit affair in their community, 
turns out to be her salvation. 
Her sexual impulses are substituted by her maternal instincts. 
Motherhood is shown to be most self-gratifying. In Freud's terms, 
it is because in the twins she gives birth to, a part of her own body 
confronts her like an extraneous object, to which, starting from her 
narcissism, she can then give complete object-love (89-90). Hence 
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in motherhood she completely surpasses him (183). She has 
transcended narcissism while he cannot. In their relationship of love 
and hate, they need each other purely for the sake of their own selves 
(118). Love, or need, for each other is just another form of self-
love—"the subject loving itself in the form of another person" 
(Mitchell 38). Their narcissism is repeatedly demonstrated in the 
story. Her dancing movements make her feel good about herself 
(107). Their self-torturing practice serves to satisfy their needs of 
self-admiration and self-pity (117-118). They engage themselves in 
sadistic and masochistic scuffles simply for narcissistic pleasure 
(158). The other becomes indispensable because he or she can only 
find the self-image in the other: 
Before this moment they had never really seen the other; 
they only saw，admired and pitied their own selves. 
Now suddenly they saw each other while taking a 
breath. Their images, nearly naked, were reflected in 
the eyes of each other，and they seemed to see their 




幾 乎 是 赤 _ 的 _ 了對方的眼臉’ xmmm^Mmm 
漉的反照裡看出了自己赤裸裸的映象。（119) 
The selfhood of both him and her is relational, built on such a kind 
of interdependence. Now her individuality is shown in her assuming 
74 
responsibility as an individual to choose motherhood rather than 
abortion. In motherhood she acquires a "new identity which lends 
autonomy and power" (DeMouy 203). As a mother, she has the 
power to protect her children. She and her twins form an entity 
totally independent of him. The stifling bond between him and her 
is severed. To her, he becomes a potential threat to her children. To 
him, the unexpected new lives completely separate him from her 
(182). He is shut out of the mother-children bond as he can by no 
means grasp the meaning of the life-giving mysteries of motherhood. 
(Her power to produce life is accentuated in her giving birth to twins-
-a boy and a girl.) Previously what she realizes of herself is in 
relation to what he sees in her. Now her selfhood is realized in her 
most intimate relationship with her children. 
Her metamorphosis into a cultural being is now complete. 
While she bears the sole responsibility of nurturing the young, he 
continues to live an irresponsible life. The stronger and the weaker 
sex in their sexual relationship are reversed as she now possesses 
sufficient strength to establish a life on her own despite social 
disapproval of unmarried motherhood (her insistence to dissociate her 
children from him practically prevents their marriage), whereas he 
can only take flight from parenthood. 
The g i r l�r i t e of passage can be seen as an id-ego-superego 
development (Wang Fei 99) with her sexual impulses finally 
restrained by internalized social morals and values. Yet one must 
add that her integration into culture is only a partial one. She 
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remains outside the family institution at the end of the story. 
Marriage as a final and inevitable conclusion of their relationship is 
therefore rejected. The denouement echoes the author's criticism of 
patriarchal culture: while the heavy burden of pregnancy and 
procreation is borne by the female sex, what the child inherits are the 
blood and clan relations of the male sex (65). 
The relationship between him and her—the anonymous 
protagonists--is generalized as the relationship between the sexes. 
Their sexual identity is highlighted by the gender-indicating pronouns 
throughout the story. The sexes are clearly differentiated based on 
biological distinctions. Moreover, the setting of the story remains 
vague in the story. Only at one point the time of the story—the 
Cultural Revolution—is hinted (137). The narrator makes no mention 
of the social upheavals and spiritual chaos during the "ten lost years" 
which witnessed "the disintegration of a common rational unified 
world view" (Wedell-Wedellsborg 102). The consistent focus on the 
two individuals-two ordinary and mediocre youngsters (142)— 
illustrates "a strong re-assertion of the individual self (Duke 186), 
in particular the female self, in the post-Mao Chinese literary scene. 
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Chapter Five 
Chinese Female Subjectivity Reconsidered 
An irrevocable loss of innocence is presented in all the stories 
discussed. A deep understanding of female experience is also 
revealed. Unlike male initiation, which is marked by extrovert 
experiences and adventures, female initiation is characterized by the 
inner growth of the initiates. 
Female initiation experiences are told by an omniscient narrator 
in these works. The narrative follows a linear pattern except for The 
Grave，which begins with a significant episode of Miranda's 
childhood experience. Between the first and the second episode is a 
lapse of twenty years. Yet the narrative goes back to a time just 
before the beginning of the heroine's initiation into female sexuality 
in her childhood. Such a circular plot development implies 
Miranda's renunciation of her innate femininity and also culturally 
assigned roles. 
The journey motif of Tlie Voyage Out，The Girl Ah Mao and 
Romance in a Small Town serves to demonstrate the heroine's 
journey of psychical transformation. Rachel's journey to Santa 
Marina symbolizes her journey of separation from culturally 
conditioned womanhood to meaningful selfhood. During the troupe's 
tour, the girl experiences the horrible grip of her sexual desire and 
begins to find a way out. Ah Mao's trip to the cosmopolitan city 
Shanghai signifies the beginning of the conflicts between her aroused 
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desires and her restrictive gender-roles. 
With the exception of Ilie Border Town, these works present 
"the problems of women, the heirs of a burdensome past" (Beauvoir 
31). The tension between autonomy and relationship, separation and 
community can be found in The Voyage Out，The Girl Ah Mao and 
Romance in a Small Town, All the four fictional writings by women 
writers illustrate the dilemmas faced by growing up women in 
patriarchal culture: "The woman is the one who pursues the uncertain 
path toward her own individuality, often at the cost of intense 
loneliness and pain" (Berstein 146). 
To Miranda, Rachel, Ah Mao and the girl in Romance in a 
Small Town, independence, or assertion of individuality, is invariably 
accompanied by loneliness. Moreover, it is shown to be extremely 
difficult to envisage a destiny for the heroine other than marriage in 
each of these stories. In contrast with male initiates, none of the 
heroines integrate into society, which is pervaded by male norms, 
upon their initiation. Even Cuicui, who does not experience any 
conflicts with her milieu although it is dominated by males, stays 
outside the community. * 
In the three Chinese stories discussed, gender identities are 
clearly distinguished by sex characteristics. Womanhood is closely 
linked with physical maturity. Representations of the heroines (all 
are uneducated) in these stories differ. Yet they invariably convey 
patriarchal values imposed on womanhood. Ah Mao's tragic fate is 
attributed not only to her status—a member of the oppressed class, but 
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also to her own weakness as a woman who does not know her 
"proper" place-to be a subservient wife and daughter-in-law in the 
family. She is condemned not only by her husband and his family, 
but also by the author~a "liberated" female intellectual as one who 
is simple-minded and overrates her abilities. In other words, Ah 
Mao is very much an object—the other—in the story as well as under 
the author's pen. This story presents the opposition between the 
individual and society. Yet the construction of the self is shown to 
be problematic. The author's condemnation of Ah Mao,s "excessive 
ambition" reinforces traditional constraints imposed on a married 
woman. Moreover, it is class based as Ah Mao is "only" an 
uneducated woman from the countryside and is therefore inferior to 
those educated women who can lead an independent life. 
Cuicui and the girl in Romance in a Small Town enjoy 
relatively greater freedom from traditional ideological constraints. 
The setting of these two stories is in a sense secluded from the 
dominant culture. Cuicui is immuned from the influences of the 
Confucian dominated culture. The girl in Romance in a Small Town 
has been away from home since she was a child and the troupe is 
seen to be an entity somewhat separate from the outside world. 
Nevertheless，patriarchal values are also inherent in the 
representations of womanhood in these two stories. The image of 
Cuicui betrays a masculinist ideal. Innocent and good-looking, the 
girl is attractive as judged by masculinist yardsticks. In Romance in 
a Small Town, the girl's development from nature to culture implies 
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conformity to traditional morals instead of assertion of selfness. 
Representations of womanhood in these three stories 
demonstrate the problem of presenting female subjectivity in modern 
Chinese literature. In the past, women are either voiceless or 
rendered a voice by a male intellectual in literature since they were 
excluded from the literary authority. The situation is much the same 
in May Fourth revolutionary literature. Women are invariably 
presented as a voiceless victim of society，an object of investigation 
in stories such as Ye Shaojun's Zhe yeshi yige ren?這也是一個人？ 
[Is this a human being too?] (1919) and Lu Xun's 魯迅 much 
discussed story Zhufa 祝福(New Year sacrifice) (1924). The woman 
is presented as a member of the oppressed class，"the product of her 
socio-economic predicament" (Yue 57)，not as an individual. On the 
other hand, given the opportunity to write about themselves since the 
turn of this century, women writers in presenting "new womanhood" 
are still "maneuvering within the gender definitions they inherited 
from China's past." (Larson 125). In Communist literature, women 
are represented as liberated victims of class oppression for political 
interests. As Tonglin Lu points out, "women in twentieth-century 
China have been used as signifiers for one type of revolution or 
another，and as the link between different groups of men" (10). 
Hence the construction of the female self in modern fiction remains 
ambivalent and paradoxical. 
In the postideological era, the issue of female subjectivity 
becomes the focal point of a number of literary works produced by 
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women writers. In some of these works, the notion of femininity 
evolves around motherhood’ a distinct trait of femaleness. While 
motherhood is seen to be a natural instinct in Romance in a Small 
Town，it is challenged and questioned in Jiang Zidan's 蔣子丹 
Dengdai huanghun 等待黃昏[Waiting for twilight] (1990) and Wang 
Anyi's Dixiongmen 弟兄們[Brothers] (1989). Concurrently, 
exploration into the nature of woman can be found in works such as 
Zhang Xinxin's Where Did I Miss You?. In this story generally 
accepted feminine virtues such as virtuousness, gentleness, 
forbearance, quietude and reservedness are juxtaposed with masculine 
traits: physical strength, self-confidence and eagerness to excel (120). 
The representation of the female self is paradoxical. Femininity is 
shown to be naturally endowed (130). Yet when the female 
protagonist desires to be a real woman (134)，what she means is to 
conform to conventional norms of womanhood since this is what he— 
the man she secretly falls in love with—wants. Her awareness of her 
image—rough and stubborn-which is incompatible with the 
masculinist expectations of womanhood, leads to her sense of 
inferiority and regret. Likewise, Wang Anyi's Brothers presents "the 
problematic search for female subjectivity in a society dominated by 
complicated forms of masculinist ideology" (Lu 12). All the three 
married female protagonists share a desire to break away from 
conventional womanhood. The topics of their late night 
conversations evolve around men-and-women relationship, individual 
identities for men and women, and the difficulty of achieving an 
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individual identity in contemporary China. Their search for a new 
meaning of womanhood is simultaneously an attempt to resist against 
traditionally assigned roles of woman. However, the difficulty in 
redefining womanhood is shown in their confusion after their 
conversations: "They became increasingly less clear about who they 
were" 1越來越不明白自己究竟是甚麼面貌（6). In the end, only Lao 
Wang 老王 persists in her search. Yet even she is not clear about 
what she is searching: "Gradually, she herself became confused as to 
what she wanted"自己也不知道自己是要甚麼了（30). The woman 
characters, search witnesses "a tension between looking for a 
different model from mother and wife, and a tendency'to comply 
with the norms" (Zhong 168). In this story, the attempt to break 
away from conventional womanhood which is sexually defined in 
relation to man as wife and mother comes to failure. In abandoning 
conventional womanhood, they will be left with few options. The 
masculine way they address to each other shows the fact that an 
alternative model of womanhood is either absent or inconceivable. 
All along woman is defined and represented by man. Thus feminine 
subjectivity in literature is "ideologically and biologically 
overdetermined" (Decker 143). It is extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, to articulate a different meaning of womanhood from 
patriarchal definitions. Hence in these works, female voices are 
shown to be hesitant and ambivalent. Exploration of female 
subjectivity tends to focus on woman as the opposite sex, not as an 
individual. Julia Kristeva's view on womanhood: "In woman' I see 
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something that cannot be represented, something that is not said, 
something above and beyond nomenclatures and ideologies" (137) 
serves to illustrate the dilemma in presenting "new womanhood7' in 
modern Chinese literature. Wei Mi's 韋彌 desperate remark: "Who 
am I ? " … " I am — ！"[我是誰？……我是 ！] (Zong 41) can 




1This essay is collected in Betwixt & Between: Patterns of 
Masculine and Feminine Initiation. Ed. Louise Carus Mahdi, Steven 
Foster and Meredith Little. (La Salle: Open Court, 1988). 79-110. • 
2See，for instance, Issac Sequeira's The Theme of Initiation in 
Modern American Fiction. (Mysore: Geetha Book House, 1975) and 
"Zhang Ailing duanpian xiaoshuo zhongde�qiwu, zhuti"張愛玲短篇 
小說中的「啓悟」主題[The theme of initiation in Zhang Ailing's 
short stories] • Zhang Ailing duanpian xiaoshuo lunji 張愛玲短篇小說 
論集[A collection of critical essays on Zhang Ailing^s short stories]. 
(Taipei: Yuanjing chuban shiye gongsi 遠景出版事業公司，1983). 43-
72. 
Chapter Three 
lJxi Godwin Chu� t e rm s , "significant others" refer to 
individuals in the self's social environment with whom he constantly 
interacts in various kinds of role relations." 253 
2See Chen Duxiu's essay "Kongzi zhi dao yu xiandai 
shenghuo"孔子之道與現代生活[The way of Confucius and modern 
life], Wusi shiqi fiinu wenti wenxuan 五四時期婦女問題文選[A 
collection of essays on the woman question during the May Fourth 
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era]. Ed. Zhonghua quanguo funii lianhehui funii yundong lishi 
yanjiushi中華全國婦女聯合•女運動歷史研究室.(Beijing and Hong 
Kong: Joint Publishing Ltd” 1981). 99-105. 
3See Deng Yingchao's 鄧穎超"Wusi yundong di huiyi"五四運 
動的回憶[Memories of the May Fourth Movement]. Wusi Shiqi 
funii wenti wenxuan 五四時期婦女問題文選[A collection of essays on 
the woman question during the May Fourth era]. Ed. Zhonghua 
quanguo funii lianhehui funii yundong lishi yanjiushi 中華全國婦女聯 
M婦女運動歷史研究室.(Beijing and Hong Kong: Joint Publishing 
Ltd., 1981). 1-7. 
4My translation with reference to Gladys Yang's unless 
otherwise stated. 
5See，for example, Song Jianyuan^s 宋建元 Ding Ling 
pingzhuan 丁玲評傳[A commentary on Ding Ling]. (Xian: Shanxi 
renmin chubanshe 陝西人民出版社，1989). p.74 and Wong Wang-
chi's 王宏志"Cong cunfu dao�lieshi"'—Ding Ling zaoqi de 
xiaoshuoli suo fanying de funii jiefang wenti"從村婦到「烈士」—— 
丁玲早期的小說裡所反映的婦女解放問題[From village woman to 
"martyr"--the question of women's emancipation represented in Ding 
Ling�ear ly fiction]. Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xinmao 中國現代文 
學新貌[New looks of modern Chinese literature]. (Taipei: Taiwan 
xuesheng shuju 台灣學生書局，1990). 209-235. 
6My translation unless otherwise stated. 
translated by Gary John Bjorge. ‘ 
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Chapter Four 
translation all mine. 
Chapter Five 
^Translated by Zhong Xueping in "Sisterhood: Representations 
of Women's Relationships in Two Contemporary Chinese Texts." 
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